Philosophy of Religion Day 05, 5
Philosophy of Religion Day 5:		Arguments from Religious Experiences

	Content:
1. Religious Experiences
2. Arguments from Religious Experience
3. Rarity of Religious Experiences
4. Reliability of Religious Experiences
5. Diversity of Religious Experiences

	Method:
1. Review/discussion (5 minutes)
2. Lecture (10 minutes)
3. Discussion (10 minutes)
4. Discussion (15 minutes)
5. Lecture (5 minutes)



Instructor’s Introduction: Today’s objective is to investigate arguments from religious experiences. This class of arguments supports God’s existence. Responses to these arguments are also explored.



Goals and Key Concepts:
1. Students should understand how religious experiences are used to argue for God’s existence.
2. Students should understand objections to arguments from religious experiences.
3. Key Concepts: religious experience, principle of credulity
















1. Religious Experiences
Review the list of responses to question one from the previous lesson. Discuss the various types of religious experiences that people have. If students have focused only on classical-theistic (or especially if just on Judeo-Christian) experiences, be sure to push them to consider the diversity of religious experiences people have, both in terms of different religions/deities and different modes of experience (visions, personal feelings, etc.).

2. Arguments from Religious Experience
There are several ways in which one might use religious experiences to argue for theistic belief. The most straightforward is a simple argument by induction. Basically, the argument is to enumerate a long list of religious experiences to which people have testified, and then generalize that religious experience is widespread in the world. The problem with this argument is that what it specifically concludes is that religious experience is widespread, and there simply is no clear link between that claim and the conclusion that God exists. Though it might seem like these claims go hand-in-hand, the latter is a far stronger claim, and an argument must be presented to show that religious experiences being common somehow makes it likely that God exists.

There are two ways in which one might try to support this link. The first is to use an inference to the best explanation. Here the idea is that the best explanation for religious experiences is that they are caused by God. Please refer to the philosophical methods module to review this type of argument. Here is this type of argument presented formally:

1. Many people have had religious experiences (experiences that seem to be caused by God).
2. The best explanation for these experiences is that God caused them.
Therefore: God probably exists.

Remember that this is a non-deductive argument, so it aims to establish that the conclusion is probably true, not that it must be true. The main issue is to justify that God existing is the best explanation. There are, after all, other, competing explanations: illusions or hallucinations, psychosis, wishful thinking, sleep deprivation, etc. In order to be successful, this type of argument needs to establish that it is more likely, or a better explanation of, religious experiences that they are caused by God rather than these other possibilities. How might one try to do that?

The argument is similar to a form of argument from epistemology. A central question from epistemology is whether mind-independent physical objects (e.g., tables, chairs) actually exist. Locke and others have put forward a type of argument that goes something like this:

1. I have experiences that seem to be caused by mind-independent physical objects.
2. The best explanation for these experiences is that mind-independent physical objects caused these experiences.
Therefore: Mind-independent physical objects probably exist.

(These sorts of arguments are often coupled with auxiliary arguments that attempt to establish that the existence of mind-independent arguments is the best explanation of the experiences. For example, Locke describes four characteristics (or properties) of our sense experiences, the “four concurrent reasons,” that together, he argues, are explained much better by the existence of mind-independent physical objects than by competing explanations. Others argue that competing explanations, such as that I’m actually trapped in the matrix or that I’m a brain in a vat, aren’t as good because they’re not as plausible—they have lower initial probabilities before considering evidence.) Some philosophers accept the inference-to-the-best-explanation argument in epistemology, while others do not. But it’s at least a possibly cogent argument—one that we must take seriously. If we do, we can actually extend the argument by using the second way to try to establish the link between widespread religious experience and God’s existence: an argument by analogy between the religious-experience argument and the mind-independent-physical-objects argument:

1. The non-deductive argument that attempts to establish the existence of mind-independent physical objects on the basis of our sense experiences provides us with good reason for thinking that mind-independent physical objects exist.
2. The non-deductive argument that attempts to establish that God exists on the basis of religious experiences is similar to the non-deductive argument that attempts to establish the existence of mind-independent physical objects on the basis of sense experiences [with similarity n].
Therefore: The non-deductive argument that attempts to establish God’s existence on the basis of religious experiences provides us with a good reason for believing that God exists [with strength n].

As is normally the case with arguments by analogy, the crux is assessing the similarity between the arguments. Or, equivalently, if we want to still think of this primarily as an inference to the best explanation, it’s assessing the competing explanations (and particularly how “good” the explanation in terms of God’s existence is). Let’s phrase it in terms of the analogy. Just how similar are the “mind-independent physical objects” argument and the “God exists” argument? Are there significant and relevant differences which undermine the analogy? We can discuss a few issues to try to get a better sense of this.

3. Rarity of Religious Experiences
Lead a discussion about how common or rare religious experiences are. Some key considerations to make sure to discuss include:
· The strongest forms of religious experience (e.g., Moses and the burning bush, Joseph Smith with the angel Maroni), which could serve as the strongest evidence (because they are more similar in character to experiences of physical objects), seem to be very, very rare
· The more common forms of religious experience (e.g., someone “feeling” God’s presence) aren’t as clearly religious in nature and don’t seem similar to our experiences of physical objects because they aren’t very vivid
· Experiences of physical objects are, in comparison, very, very common and very strong and vivid
· One attempt to salvage something from the argument by analogy is to suggest that while strong religious experiences are rare in comparison to experiences of physical objects, perhaps we can just limit the scope of the argument to those people who have had such relevant experiences


4. Trustworthiness of Religious Experiences
Show students the following video clip (you can substitute any number of similar videos) which reviews a mother who murdered her child because she thought God instructed her to do so: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-YpsUcWDSC8

Lead a discussion about whether testimony of religious experiences is reliable or trustworthy.  The video clip should help generate some engagement from students. It seems that many people tend to consider testimony in the bible or other ancient religious texts as trustworthy, but to assume that contemporary claims, such as from the mother in the video clip, are signs of insanity. Explore why, and whether the difference is justified. If not, which is the more defensible reaction? Why?

Some considerations to try to get into the discussion, hopefully through facilitating students but by interjecting if need be, include the following: Surely some religious experiences are the result of wishful thinking, hallucinations, or even psychosis. So does that mean we shouldn’t trust any of them and shouldn’t count religious experiences as evidence? (Later lessons in this unit, on faith and rationality, will address in a more general way the question of what is required for something to be considered a good reason for belief. Also see the epistemology and philosophy of science units for more on the conditions for something to serve as evidence.) Different philosophers have different responses, depending on how strict they think we should be about evidence for beliefs. For example, Richard Swinburne has proposed the Principle of Credulity, which says that if a person has experiences that seem to be of X, then that person has good reason to believe that X exists unless that person has further reason to indicate that the experience should not be trusted. We can consider how the principle works in the case of visual experiences. So let’s say that I’m in my bed with the lights out after a night out at a bar. As I start to close my eyes, I think I catch a sudden glimpse of an angel appearing. As soon as I open my eyes again, I see nothing. Relying on the principle of credulity, I would not have good reason to believe angels exist, since my visual experiences are not reliable when I’m intoxicated, sleepy, and in the dark. On the other hand, if I see a white raven right in front of me in broad daylight, when I’m not intoxicated or otherwise impaired, then the principle suggests I do have a good reason for believing that white ravens exist.

How does the principle work with religious experiences? It’s not very clear. When it comes to visual experiences, we have pretty good ideas about what factors affect the reliability of our vision. The same is not true when it comes to religious experiences. Certainly, if someone is intoxicated, extremely tired, emotionally fragile, etc., that may give us reason to question the reliability of their experiences in general. But in as much as religious experiences are supposed to be perceptions of a higher reality, it’s impossible to know under what conditions those perceptions are reliable. Some philosophers and theologians think that since we don’t know that religious experiences are unreliable that gives us a reason to take them as evidence. Many more think that since we don’t know when religious experiences are reliable and we are unable to corroborate them with others that we should not treat them as evidence. Regardless, since it does seem clear that people are much better at identifying under what conditions our normal sense experiences, such as vision, are reliable than the conditions under which religious experiences are reliable, that does seem to mark a big difference—a lack of similarity—between the two cases (mind-independent physical objects and the existence of God), thus severely weakening the argument by analogy developed in section 2 of this lesson, above.

5. Diversity of Religious Experiences
Another worry about using appeals to religious experiences is that they seem to support contradictory claims about God and religion. Christians, for example, tend to report experiences of Jesus or the Virgin Mary; Muslims of Allah; Hindus of Krishna, etc. It’s hard to see why religious experiences would support one religious tradition over another, and so, even if accepted, wouldn’t establish the existence of one particular supreme being. One might suggest that, even if these experiences don’t support that a supreme being exists, they may support that some form of (religious) ultimate reality exists. But that doesn’t do much to further the attempt to provide good reasons for thinking classical theism is true. Furthermore, the fact that generally people who already believe in a particular form of God and specific religious tradition have experiences in line with those beliefs also suggests that the experiences may be due to wishful thinking, undermining their credibility.

William James remarked that religious experiences, “have the right to be absolutely authoritative over the individual to whom they come…[but] no authority emanates from them which should make it a duty for those who stand outside of them to accept their revelations.” So while a powerful part of the lives of believers, religious experiences don’t seem able to be used to provide good grounds for belief in the existence of God for others.


HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT: Read St. Thomas Aquinas, The Five Ways, from Summa Theologica (this is in the Bonjour and Baker text, pp. 518-520)
