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Janusz S A L A M O N 

ON COGNITIVE VALIDITY 
OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE 

F r o m religious experience to meaningful beliefs about God 

Does the alleged religious experience of a mystic constitute a reliable 
source of knowledge about the object of his or her experience? Or does 
i t rat ionally jus t i fy a move f rom such experience to meaningful beliefs 
about God or the Absolute which is supposed to be the object of that 
experience? A n d are religious beliefs i n need of being grounded i n 
religious experience i n order to be rationally justified? Al though i t 
seems pretty obvious that a great many adherents of a l l religions f ind 
reasons for their beliefs i n their religious traditions rather than i n their 
personal religious experiences, one could note that (1) usually these 
traditions present religious experiences of their founder figures as 
constituting evidence for their authenticity and truthfulness (consider 
the importance of Abraham's and Moses' encounters w i th God for 
Juda ism, the experience of the Apostles on the Day of Pentecost for 
Chr is t iani ty , or the experience of Mahomet receiving the K o r a n for 
Islam); (2) the supposed mystical experiences of some adherents of 
a given religious tradit ion are often treated by their co-believers as an 
important evidence which increases credibility of their own religious 
convictions (it seems that pr imar i ly for this reason some of the great 
Chr i s t i an mystics have been granted the title of 'Doctor of the Church ' , 
Chasidic Jews venerate the memory of their saintly leaders making 
pilgrimages to their graves, and some sufi mystics of medieval Is lam are 
s t i l l held i n h igh esteem nearly a thousand years after their death). If 
one considers i n addition the fact that (3) i n our own days many 
individuals report that they have had some sort of religious experience 
and they take these experiences to be among main reasons for their 
being religious, or at least among reasons for their deep religious 
involvement, then i t has to be concluded that arguments against the 
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cognitive val id i ty and authenticity of religious experience as a means of 
just i f icat ion for religious beliefs, i f not refuted, would constitute 
a serious challenge to the rat ional i ty of religious stance i n general. 

In the following paper I w i l l attempt to show that there are good 
reasons for believing that some religious experience may be a mode of 
cognitive experience and as such i t may jus t i fy a m!ove f rom religious 
experience to meaningful beliefs about God. I w i l l not c la im however 
that a religious belief has to be grounded i n religious experience i n 
order to be considered rat ional but only that religious reports of 
religious experiences contribute i n specific cases to ra t ional jus t i f iab i l i ty 
of religious beliefs related to them. Moreover I am not going to address 
the question whether construction of the successful theistic argument 
(for the existence of God) f rom religious experience is possible. 

A r g u i n g for cognitive va l id i ty of religious experience I w i l l h ighl ight 
the advantages of the approach shared too a large extent by W . P . A l s ton 
and W . J . Wainwr ight who hold that some religious experiences are 
sufficiently similar to ordinary sense experience to create presumption 
i n favour of their cognitive val id i ty . Tak ing into account classic 
explorations i n the field made by C . F ranks Davis^, I w i l l consider 
attempts to defeat this presumption, and I w i l l conclude that they do 
not seem to be successful, as they do not provide any explanation of all 
religious experiences that would be both convincing and more probable 
than the religious explanation which assumes that at least some of the 
experiences i n question are examples of an authentic encounter w i t h 
God or the Div ine Real i ty independent of the subject's mind . 
Reductionist hypotheses that have been put forward so fa r do not seem 
to be sufficiently strong to convince us that the basic human in tu i t ion 
(the Pr inciple of Credul i ty , as R. Swinburne calls it^), that the way 
things seem is always evidence of the way they are, fai ls i n the case of 
religious experience. 

Al though there is no place here for detailed discussion of the complex 
problem as to what counts as a 'religious experience' (as there are 
accounts of such a variety of religious experiences i n various traditions), 
we have to note at least one important distinction. In the first para­
graph, giving popular reasons for the importance of religious experience 
i n the context of just i f icat ion of religious beliefs I pointed out, somewhat 
provocatively, to very different examples of experiences which different 
people could consider as f a l l i ng into category of 'religious experiences'. 
Accept ing the arguments of numerous authors I would l ike to a f f i rm 

' Cf. C. Franks Davis, The Evidential Force of Religious Experience, Oxford 1989. 
^ Cf. R. Swinburne, The Existence of God, Oxford 1979, 254. 
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val id i ty and crucial importance of the distinction between a religious 
experience and a miracle. The difference here is not entirely easy to 
define but the simplest way of formulat ing could go along the following 
lines. The term 'miracle' refers to an event or experience of such nature 
that even i f i n fact witnessed or experienced by a single individual , i t 
would be observed or shared by every indiv idual who would f ind himself 
i n s imi lar circumstances. In contrast to this, a religious experience is of 
ind iv idual nature, i.e. may be experienced by a single person although 
other individuals close to h i m i n space and time do not experience 
anything l ike that. So roughly speaking 'miracle' has a 'public' nature 
whi le religious experience is essentially 'private'. Thus on this account 
Moses' 'experience' of God i n the B u r n i n g Bush , as wel l as the 
'experience' of the Apostles i n the Upper Room on the Day of Pentecost, 
are to be seen as examples of miracles i n the above sense. 

Bear ing this i n mind I propose, for the purposes of this brief study, 
to use the term 'religious experience' i n rather strong and restricted 
sense, which would be presumed i n a workable idea of a mystical 
experience that most of the adherents of the world religions would have. 
I w i l l be concerned only w i t h those experiences that are taken by their 
subjects to be of some objective reali ty that transcends their conscio­
usness and exists independently of being experienced. I w i l l assume 
that experiences described by St Teresa of A v i l a i n the following 
passages of her Autobiography could count as paradigmatic cases of 
religious experience. It is worth noting that they are somewhat 
different, the latter being less concrete and not fa l l ing under natural 
senses. Thus we have to do w i t h two rather than one paradigmatic case 
of religious experience, and though they are different, the argument w i l l 
go that they are both sufficiently s imi lar to sense experience to create 
presumption i n favour of its cognitive val idi ty. In chapter 28 St Teresa 
writes: „Once when I was at Mass on the St Paul 's Day, there stood 
before me the most sacred Humani ty , i n a l l the beauty and majesty of 
H i s resurrection body, as i t appears i n paintings"^. In chapter 27 we 
read: „One day when I was at prayer (...) I saw Chr is t at my side - or, 
to put i t better, I was conscious of H i m , for I saw nothing wi th the eyes 
of the body or the eyes of the soul. H e seemed quite close to me, and 
I saw that i t was He"^. 

^ St Teresa, The Life of Saint Teresa of Avila by Herself translated by J.M. Cohen, 
Penguin 1957, 196. 

' Ibid., 187-188. 
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Constructivist challenge to the cognitive validity 
of religious experience 

One of the earhest and most inf luent ia l authors on the subject who 
maintained that religious experience is able to serve as just i f icat ion for 
belief i n the objective real i ty of God or Dei ty was Wi l l i ams James. A f t e r 
considering a wide range of accounts of presumed religious experiences 
he concluded i n The Varieties of Religious Experience^ that some of 
them cannot find sufficient explanation i n terms of one's socio-religious 
context and can be r ight ly taken as experiences of the Div ine (under­
stood i n rather broad sense of a godlike object) which has an existence 
distinct f rom the reali ty of human l i fe . James claims that religious 
experience begins w i t h a divine ini t ia t ive which calls for a humsm 
response. In terms of understanding the nature of these religious 
experiences the roles of both the religious context and the ensuing 
rat ional religious concepts are secondary i n that they only assume a role 
at a l l because of a prior immediate contact between the ind iv idua l and 
the Div ine . H i g h l y relevant to our topic is James's conclusion that 
ind iv idua l religious experiences, rather than the tenets of organized 
religions, form the backbone of religious l i fe and therefore i n search of 
grounds of religious beliefs, one should tu rn to the sphere of religious 
experience. 

James' view of the nature and epistemic status of religious experien­
ce has been shared to a large extent by R. Otto, and later embraced and 
developed by such writers as E . U n d e r b i l l or W.T . Stace. Taken as 
a group these authors are often labelled as Essential ists . Leav ing minor 
differences aside, a l l Essential ists hold that (a) religious experiences 
across time, traditions and cultures have some core characteristics and 
so are essentially the same; (b) religious experiences a l l have the same 
objective reference, that is , they involve immediate and direct contact 
w i t h an Absolute Pr inciple which may be known by different subjects 
of religious experience under various names. 

Assert ion that different experiences labelled as religious have 
a common objective reference which is metaphysical i n nature has been 
challenged by a number of authors know as constructivists. 
Constructivists, l ike S.T. K a t z and W . Proudfoot, point out that there 
are no pure (i.e. unmediated) experiences^. The influence of our social 
context upon the nature of our experiences is so profound that expe-

^ W. James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature, 
Routledge 2002. 

^ Cf. S.T. Katz,„Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism", in S.T. Katz (ed.). Mysticism 
and Philosophical Analysis, London and New York 1978, 26. 
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rience can never be unmediated but is always shaped by prior linguistic, 
conceptual, discursive and inst i tut ional presumptions such that the 
l ived experience conforms to a pre-existent pattern that has been 
learned, then intended, and then actualized i n the experiential reality. 

U s i n g K a n t i a n ideal ism (or rather its part icular interpretation) as 
a theoretical f ramework constructivists argue that our ideas, our 
concepts and our language, do not just correspond to reality but i n some 
sense impose upon the world the structures we experience. We 
constitute our own experience i n the sense that we provide the rules 
and structures according to which we experience objects. The subject's 
conceptual context sets structures and boundaries for what may or may 
not be experienced. Consequently, i f we are to understand the nature 
of religious experience, i t is necessary that we study not only the 
reports provided by the subject after the experience (i.e. its interpreta­
tion), but also the subject's conceptual context prior to the experience. 
Now, Constructivists w i l l argue against Essentialists that, as the 
conceptual context of the alleged religious experience may radically 
differ f rom case to case, i t cannot be said that a l l such experiences are 
necessarily the same. A s K a t z points out rather convincingly: „There is 
no intell igible way that anyone can legitimately argue that a no self 
experience of empty calm (Nirvana) is the same experience of intense, 
loving, int imate relationship between two substantial selves, one of 
whom is conceived of as the personal God of western religion and a l l 
that this entails"^. K a t z considers the possibility of speaking of one 
ult imate objective Real i ty or the Rea l and arrives at the conclusion that 
the claims to have discovered such Real i ty are often quite incompatible: 
Jewish and Chr i s t i an mysticism found the ult imate Reali ty i n God, 
Buddh i sm i n N i rvana , Neoplatonism found i t i n Ideas, while the Real i ty 
of a H i n d u and a M u s l i m mystic may have either theistic or pantheistic 
nature, depending on the prior beliefs of the mystic about the nature of 
the ul t imate Reali ty. Thus the experiences of the Real i ty i n each of the 
mentioned cases cannot be described as s imi lar which suggests to K a t z 
that the Real i tself is l inguist ical ly and cul tural ly dependent^. 

F r o m here there is only one step to the claim that religious expe­
rience is not only influenced by the subject's religious context, but may 
indeed be created by this context. W . Proudfoot holds that religious 
experience can be fully explained through a mapping of the concepts 
and beliefs which were available to the subjects prior to the experience 
itself, the commitments they brought to the experience, and the 
contextual conditions that might have led them to identify their 

^ Cf. S.T. Katz, Op. CiL, 39. 
^ Cf. S.T. Katz, Op. cit, 50. 
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experiences as religious. A s a result, Proudfoot concludes that religious 
experiences do not require any transcendent referential point but can 
be f u l l y explained i n a natural ist ic way^. 

However, i t seems that l inguist ic constructivist model is i l l -sui ted to 
account for much of the data of religious experience for a number of 
reasons. F i r s t ly , i t cannot be said that religious experience is always 
conservative i n character (in that the experience which has been shaped 
by context confirms the expectations which have been given by the 
tradition). Ve ry often the opposite is true. Fo r example, Teresa of A v i l a 
reflecting on her experience stresses the irrelevance of her expectations 
when she writes: „My soul (...) had never been moved to desire this, nor 
had i t come to my knowledge that such an experience was possible"^^. 
Moreover, the fact that frequently religious experiences inspired 
religious reformers to t ransform their own traditions would be impossi­
ble to account for, i f their experiences were to be determined by what 
they received f rom their tradit ion. Secondly, some religious experiences 
appear as contentless and therefore there is lacking w i t h i n the 
experience i tself any contextual concept which could constitute a l i n k 
between the experience and the subject's t radi t ion (mysticism of Meis ter 
Eckha r t could serve here as a good example). 

Most importantly, the ma in constructivist assumption, that there are 
no pure (i.e. unmediated) experiences, can be challenged. Fo r example, 
W . P . Als ton i n his Perceiving God: The Epistemology of Religious 
Experience allows for some unmediated experiences and speaks of such 
experiences f rom the side of the subject and f rom the side of the object. 
F r o m the side of the subject, unmediated experiences consist i n 'direct 
awareness' of the object. F r o m the side of the object, i n unmediated 
experience the object is 'presented' or 'given' to the subject. In Alston's 
opinion, such experiences are independent of any conceptualisation, 
belief, judgement or any other application of general concepts to the 
object. In most experiences, he admits, the subject's direct awareness of 
the object is in t imately entangled w i t h concepts and interpretations but 
i n certain cases the subject's direct awareness of the object can exist 
independently of concepts. T u r n i n g against one of the m a i n 
constructivist critics of religious experience Als ton notices: „Proudfoot 
confuses between what is involved i n ident i fy ing an experience as of 
a certain sort and what the experience is or consists of. Proudfoot 
repeatedly argues that since concepts are involved i n ident i fy ing an 
experience as religious, as myst ical , the experience i tself is not 
independent of concepts (...). B u t f rom the fact that we use a concept to 

Cf. W. Proudfoot, Religious Experience, Berkeley and Los Angeles 1985, 348. 
' St Teresa, Op. cit, 190. 
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ident i fy an experience of something as of a certain type, i t does not 
follow that what we are ident i fying involves concepts and judge-
ments"^\ 

W.T . Stace, a leading contempary Essentialist , makes rather s imilar 
point dist inguishing between the central mystical experience, the central 
myst ical concept and the interpretations given.^^ For Stace, the central 
experience is that of the One or the Un i ty , and this is directly appre­
hended by the mystic, prior to any interpretation. The central concept 
is that which is drawn up by a proper, empirical analysis of mystical 
experiences. The interpretations are var5dng accounts given by mystics 
themselves, accounts which are subsequent to the immediately 
apprehended experience of the One. These interpretations are l ikely to 
be influenced by the teachings of the particular religious tradit ion to 
which the mystic belongs. However, the fact that there are varying 
interpretations does not negate the fact that the genuine mystical 
experience is the same i n each case, that is, i t is the experience of the 
One. A s she puts it: „The Un i ty , the One, is the central experience and 
the central concept of a l l mysticism (...) The uni ty is perceived, or 
directly apprehended. That is to say, i t belongs to the experience and 
not to the interpretation, i n so far as i t is possible to make this 
distinction. The uni ty may be variously interpreted, and the interpreta­
t ion w i l l as a rule largely depend on the cultural environment and the 
prior beliefs of the indiv idual mystic"^^. 

E . Underhil l^^ mak ing a simple distinction between the experience 
and its context argues that religious experience is essentially indepen­
dent of a part icular religious context. U n i o n between God and the 
ind iv idua l that according to U n d e r b i l l constitutes the essential of 
myst ic ism is the same even across varying cultures and religious 
traditions. The cul tural influences of the context are secondary and can 
be separated f rom the experience itself. The particular mental image 
which the mystic forms of his objective, the tradit ional theology he 
accepts, is not essential, and i t is possible to arrive at the experience of 
union w i t h God which is the core of every mystical experience. 

Reductionist challenge 

The reductionist challenge is based on the firm belief that science 
can fu l l y explain away religious experience. Broadly speaking there are 

W.P. Alston, Perceiving God, Ithaca and London 1991, 40-41. 
Cf. W.T. Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy, MacMillan 1960, 5nn. 
W.T. Stace, Op. cit., 66. 
E. Underhill, The Essentials of Mysticism, Oneworld Publications 1999. 
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two ma in alternative explanations of religious experience: pathological 
and non-pathological^^. Pathological explanations are those which seek 
to explain religious experiences i n ways which are normal ly held to be 
associated w i t h misperceptions or non-perceptions. This being the case, 
religious experience cannot be held to be reliable as a basis for beliefs 
formed as a result of such experiences. C. F ranks Davis outlines four 
ma in groups of explanation which most of us would consider to be 
pathological: (1) hypersuggestibility; (2) deprivation and maladjustment; 
(3) mental illness; (4) abnormal psychological states. H3^ersuggestibili ty 
implies that religious experiences are brought about through processes 
which are somewhat ak in to hypnosis. A s to the f i rs t explanation, i t 
seems that while hypersuggestibility may be involved i n some cases of 
alleged religious experience, most of the reported religious experiences 
do not appear to have an3rthing to do w i t h such situations. Argument 
against the cognitive val id i ty of religious experience on the ground that 
such experiences are examples of a maladjustment being merely a form 
of compensation for people who are socially deprived (as suggested by 
K a r l Marx ' s mgixim 'Religion is the opium of the people') can be 
countered by the results of sociological studies which show that religious 
experiences do not s imply pertain to lower socio-economic groups. 
A fur ther argument says that religious experiences can be sufficiently 
explained by reference to the unconscious mechanism of the human 
psyche because the alleged religious experiences tend to occur among 
those who suffer f rom emotional frustrations and anxiety. It seems 
however that i n those cases where the concept of God does operate i n 
some way as a super-ego (as S. F r eud would suggest), i t cannot be 
proven that this is merely a human projection, rather than something 
which i n real i ty relates to us along the lines of the super-ego. 

Some would question the cognitive va l id i ty of religious experiences 
on the grounds that they are s imi lar to experiences which are known to 
be pathological l ike hysteria, delusions, man ia or depression. Agains t 
this, i t needs to be noted that mental illness may produce psychotic 
revelations, but these are generally held to be nonsense by the subject 
after recovery f rom the illness. The insights associated w i t h religious 
experiences, however, are valued and treasured long after the expe­
rience itself. Whi le mental illness is not considered to be i n i tself l i fe-
enhancing, religious experience is often serving as an integrative step 
i n the fur ther ing of human growth. It has sometimes been argued that 
religious experiences are s imi lar to drug-induced experiences: but again, 
i t needs to be noted that whi le i t is possible that abnormal psychological 
states produced by the influence of drugs may i n certain circumstances 

Cf. C. Franks Davis, Op. cit, chapter 8. 
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make a subject more prone to certain types of religious experiences, the 
presence of drugs is absent f rom the vast majori ty of religious expe­
rience. 

J . L . Mackie challenges the cognitive val id i ty of religious experience 
by proposing non-pathological naturalist ic explanation^^. In seeking to 
provide an explanation for religious experience, Ockham's razor is 
applied to give preference to fami l ia r operations wi th in human 
experience over more hypothetical theistic positions. Mackie is con­
vinced that religious beliefs and religious practices emerge through the 
normal processes which come wi th l i v ing i n society. This entails being 
conditioned to attribute certain experiences to a divine cause. In this 
perspective the idea of God merely helps to f i l l i n the gaps which at 
present scientific knowledge cannot account for. However, Mackie's 
naturalist ic approach seems somewhat misguided, as usual ly religion 
does not seek to be a form of science. Science seeks reasons for why 
things are as they are. Religion seeks reasons for why things exist at a l l 
and is concerned wi th ult imate questions concerning the purpose and 
destiny of human l i fe . Such questions lie beyond the scope of science to 
answer. Scientific answers constitute part of the world-view of a re l i ­
gious person and these answers can have as its background a picture of 
the Universe w i t h God i n its centre, but science rarely provides answers 
to the questions that religion usual ly addresses. 

In yet another commonly employed naturalistic argument against the 
cognitive val id i ty of religious experience, the claim is being made that 
religious experience can be scientifically explained because science has 
identif ied the type of electrical s t imul i upon the bra in which w i l l result 
i n experiences which are described as religious or mystical . What can 
be said about the cla im that mystical experiences are caused by neuro-
physiological factors? The question here is whether the nature of any 
experience can always be fully explained i n terms of chemical or electric 
s t imul i upon the brain. The point which can be made here is that an 
experience is not assessed simply i n terms of what i t was that imme­
diately caused the experience. Let's take the example of v isual 
perception. I may cla im that I see a book. The actual experience of 
seeing is not immediately caused by the book. The immediate cause is 
to be found i n the electrical s t imul i which allow sight - i f these were 
not operative, the book could be i n front of me a l l day and I s t i l l would 
not see it . The fact, however, that the book is not the immediate cause 
of the experience does not mean that the book is not seen by me. 
Nobody would draw that conclusion, because even though the book is 
not the immediate cause of the experience, i t s t i l l figures fur ther back 

Cf. J.L. Mackie, The Miracle of Theism, Oxford 1982, 197. 
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along the causal chain leading to the experience. If there were no book 
there, I would certainly not see a book - unless I was hal lucinat ing! The 
condition required to assert the cognitive val id i ty of my experience of 
seeing a book is not that the book is the immediate cause of the 
experience, but that the book figures somewhere i n the causal chain 
which leads up to the experience. In a s imi lar way, i n may be argued 
that i t is not necessary to c la im that God is the immediate cause of 
a myst ical experience - the immediate cause may wel l be chemical or 
electrical s t imul i . A l l that is required is that God figures among the 
chain of causes. 

'Conflicting truth claims* challenge 

The challenge posed by the fact of religious diversity is sometimes 
known as the conflicting claims challenge. One of the most prominent 
exponents of this challenge was A . Flew^^. The challenge rests on the 
contention that since the subjects of religious experience cannot agree 
on a description of what i t is that they have experienced, their 
experiences must be i l lusory or constitute serious misrepresentation - i n 
both cases, their experiences would certainly be unreliable as a means 
of just i f icat ion for rat ional ly held beliefs. Indeed, one could point out 
that the enormous variety of religious experiences, i f taken at face 
value, would i n fact substantiate innumerable religious beliefs. Since 
many of these beliefs are i n contradiction w i t h each other, how can i t 
be possible for religious experience to serve as a reliable way of 
jus t i fy ing religious beliefs? C . F ranks Davis considers five representa­
tive types of experiences that can be described as 'religious': numinous 
experiences of a holy power; myst ical experiences of union w i t h the 
Other, monistic experiences of identity w i t h the Supreme Self; na tura l 
myst ical experiences of the fundamental uni ty behind a l l creation; the 
experience of the impermanence and transience of a l l reality)^®. A t face 
value i t would appear that they cannot make reference to the same k i n d 
of religious reali ty without contradicting each other. This seems to 
constitute a serious threat to any argument which attempts to proceed 
f rom religious experience to meaningful beliefs about God. Wha t are the 
ways out here? 

The most obvious solution is to follow i n the steps of W . James and 
to argue that religious experiences across time, religious traditions and 
cultures have some core characteristics and so are essentially the same. 
According to this approach experiences never conflict, only doctrines and 

Cf. A. Flew, God and Philosophy, London 1966, 124-139. 
Cf. C. Franks Davis, Op. cit, chapter 7. 
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interpretations do. It is crucial to note that this does not necessarily 
presuppose the cla im that a l l religious or mystical 'experiences' amount 
s imply to one identical experience which is later variously interpreted. 
What is here pointed out as common maybe much more complex than 
that. To see this one can follow C. Franks Davis who asserts that there 
are four irreducible types of mystical experience: (a) experiences of an 
awesome wholly Other; (b) experiences of a loving relationship wi th 
a personal Other; (c) experiences of the uni ty of the whole diverse 
creation; (d) experiences of the unity of the Se l f According to her, much 
of the alleged conflict among mystical experiences is superficial , as a l l 
four types of experience are to be found i n each major religious tradit ion 
and it is possible to derive a common core. In her opinion a l l numinous 
and mystical experiences have s imilar i ty i n that they are experiences 
of the eternal, indescribable, truly real. Since interpretation can often be 
incorporated into the experience (as constructivists argue and not doubt 
they are to some extent right), the type of experience one has (in terms 
of the four irreducible types mentioned above) may be dependent upon 
both one's personality and the part icular cul tural and historical 
background. Therefore i t does not follow that different types of 
experience exclude a common referent. 

J . H i c k argues (against the background of a K a n t i a n epistemology) 
that religious experience consists i n the presence of a transcendent 
Real i ty coming to consciousness i n terms of our human concepts. 
Because the different ways of being human have produced a variety of 
conceptual systems, the transcendent Real i ty is experienced i n a variety 
of ways which have become enshrined i n the different religious 
traditions^^. Thus H i c k sees the language and concepts used about God 
i n different religious traditions not as true about God as God really is, 
but as depictions of how God appears to be wi th in the conceptual and 
cul tural forms of each tradit ion. H i c k maintains that we cannot suppose 
that any of these depictions are true of 'God' as God real ly is. „None of 
the concrete descriptions that apply wi th in the realm of human 
experience can apply l i tera l ly to the unexperienceable ground of that 
realm. For whereas the phenomenal world is structured by our own 
conceptual frameworks, its noumenal ground is not... B u t i t is neverthe­
less the noumenal ground of these characteristics"^^. 

However W . P . Als ton raises the point that H i c k leaves the religious 
believer w i t h the unsolvable dilemma: why should one prefer one 
religious tradit ion to another i f a l l are more or less equally truth-

Cf. J. Hick, Disputed Questions in Theology and the Philosophy of Religion, New 
Haven 1993, 21. ^ 

J. Hick, The Interpretation of Religion, New Haven 1989, 246-7. 



18 Janusz Salamon 

depicting (we leave aside the question why H i c k thinks that they are at 
a l l t ru th depicting). Moreover, fol lowing W . Hasker , Als ton notices that 
on this ground the point can be made against Chr i s t i an belief because 
„if there are several conceptual schemes for interpreting religious 
experience which are alternative to, and incompatible wi th , Chr i s t i a ­
ni ty, and i f there are no decisive reasons for th ink ing those schemes to 
be incorrect, then there is a good reason to th ink the Chr i s t i an practice 
unreliable"^\ Wha t is the solution then? Als ton uses here the example 
of forming beliefs on the basis of v i sua l experience, beliefs which 
I believe i t is rat ional to hold. These beliefs are formed against the 
wider 'Aristotel ian ' belief that i n v i sua l experience, I perceive separate 
objects scattered about i n space. It may be that i n another culture, what 
is seen is seen i n quite a different way and hence on the basis of v i sua l 
experience, different beliefs would be formed about the nature of the 
world. This possibility, however, does not cause me to give up on v i sua l 
experience as a reliable way of forming beliefs about the world. „In the 
absence of any external reason for supposing that one of the (possible) 
competing practices is more accurate than my own, the only rat ional 
course for me is to sit t ight w i t h the practice of which I am a master 
and which serves me so wel l i n guiding my activity i n the world"^^. 
Al s ton maintains that the same principle should apply i n respect to the 
re l iabi l i ty of a Chr i s t i an forming beliefs about God on the basis of 
Chr i s t i an religious experience. 

W . J . Wainwr igh t sharing Alston's broadly exclusivist stance makes 
the crucial point that as 'religious experience' is an umbrel la term 
covering many different t3^es of experience, religious experience i n 
general may indeed support conflicting claims, but the most that follows 
is that not a l l of these experiences can be cognitive. B u t i t does not 
follow than none of them are cognitive, or that a l l delusive^^. 

Analogical arguments for the cognitive validity 
of religious experience 

Given that none of the arguments against the cognitive va l id i ty of 
religious experience considered so fa r seemed to be decisive we could 
conclude at this point that (some) religious experiences indeed may 
provide evidential support for (some) religious beliefs. We could do i t by 
a f f i rming the basic in tu i t ion that i n the absence of sufficiently strong 
positive reasons for challenge, what a person seems to perceive is 

W.P. Alston, Op. cit., 272. 
2 ' W.P. Alston, Op. cit., 21 A. 
2^ Cf. W. Wainwright, Mysticism, The Harvester Press 1981, 107. 
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probably so. However, that may appear a minimal is t conclusion as, after 
a l l , the present lack of decisive defeaters does not exclude the unreliabi­
l i ty of religious experience on some other ground which s t i l l may be 
pointed out sooner or later. What is needed is the epistemological model 
which helps to understand i n what way and to what extent religious 
experiences may constitute a ground for religious beliefs. W . P . Als ton 
i n his Perceiving God supplies us w i t h such a model. 

Als ton draws a paral lel between the question of the rel iabi l i ty of 
ordinary (direct) perceptual experiences and the rel iabi l i ty of religious 
experience. H i s central thesis is that religious experience, or more 
precisely 'experiential awareness of God', which he refers to as the 
perception of God, makes contribution to the grounds of religious belief 
i n such a way that a person can be just i f ied i n holding certain kinds of 
beliefs about God by vir tue of perceiving God as being or doing so-and-
so. Als ton openly denies that he is t i y i n g to provide an argument f rom 
religious experience for the existence of God. H e does not hold that the 
existence of God provides the best explanation for facts about reUgious 
experience or that i t is possible to argue i n any way f rom the latter to 
the former, but confines himself to c la im that people sometimes do 
perceive God £ind thereby acquire jus t i f ied beliefs about God. (Although 
he seems to accept the point made by A . Plant inga and W . J . 
Wainwright that even i f 'God exists' is not the propositional content of 
typical theistic perceptual beliefs, those propositional contents self-
evidently entai l it^^.) Als ton proposes a model of perception according 
to which perception consists of something presenting itself to me i n 
a certain way, apart f rom my conceptualizing i t or making judgments 
about i t , and applies i t to direct religious experiences, showing that 
many who have religious experiences understand their experiences 
along s imi lar lines. H e concludes that there is no good reason for 
denying possibili ty of someone's having a direct, genuine perception of 
God. To the objection that the properties by which God presents himself 
to us are very different f rom those presented by sensory objects, Als ton 
replies that we often report appearances by using comparative concepts, 
which is what we use to report how God presents himself to our 
experience. In general he stresses that the problems that arise when 
one makes an attempt to establish the t ru th value of religious expe­
rience are i n principle no different f rom those that arise f rom ordinary 
perceptual experience. 

S imi l a r l ine of argument was earlier presented, though less 
developed, by W . J . Wainwright^^. H e argues that as mystical experien-

Cf. W. Wainwright, Op. cit, 1-3. 
Cf. W. Wainwright, Op. cit, chapter 3. 
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ce is s imi la r to sense experience i t creates a presumption i n favour of 
its cognitive validity. The argument goes l ike this: (1) Religious 
experiences are analogous to sense experiences, (2) sense experiences 
are cognitive therefore (3) religious experiences are cognitive. L i k e 
Als ton , Wainwright dismisses the alleged differences between religious 
experience and sense experience as insignificant . Moreover he points out 
that i t is not true (as some critics l ike C. B . M a r t i n asserted) that sense 
experiences are radical ly unl ike myst ical experiences because they are 
'private', not 'public' i n the sense that when the mystic claims to 
experience God his or her claims are not corrigible, as there are no 
independent tests and check-up procedures which he and others would 
regard as relevant to a determination of the t ru th or fa ls i ty of the 
claims he makes^^. He presents a number of cri teria of va l id i ty used 
i n this respect i n religious communities. Among them are few which 
deny popular assumption that there can be no paradigms of genuine 
religious experiences and therefore no cri teria of their verif icat ion. 

P . Draper considered this approach and came to conclusion that 
'theistic experiences' do not by themselves make God's existence more 
probable than not^^. H e argues that though Als ton £ind Wainwr igh t 
w i l l not be ready to admit i t there is at least one major d iss imi lar i ty 
between religious and perceptual experiences that is epistemically 
significant and undermines the whole argument which is based on the 
presumed analogy. The difference, according to Draper, is as follows: 
whi le we managed to establish numerous law-l ike regularities governing 
sense perception, no such regularities have been discovered i n the area 
of religious experience. Draper does not agree w i t h Al s ton and 
Wainwr igh t that the fai lure to discover such regularities does nothing 
to d imin i sh the cognitive value of theistic experiences. A f t e r a l l , i t is 
exactly our abil i ty to discern law-l ike regularities governing sense 
experiences that make them strong indirect evidence for the presence 
of their apparent physical objects. It is important to note that Draper 
does not c la im that religious experience cannot provide evidence for 
God's existence, but only that i t cannot be done i n the analogous way 
presumed by Als ton and Wainwright . 

R. Gale argues along s imi lar lines pointing out dissimilari t ies 
between sense perception and religious experienced^. H e holds that the 
case for religious experiences being cognitive is too weak to convince 
h i m that religious experience can serve as epistemological basis for the 

Cf. Wainwright, Op. cit, 85. 
Cf. P. Draper, God and perceptual evidence, in „Philosophy of Rehgion" 32 (1992), 

149-165. 
^ Cf. R.M. Gale, On the Nature and Existence of God, Cambridge 1991, chapter 8. 
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belief i n the existence of God. Gale holds that it is impossible to have 
a ver idical religious experience which could be described as nonsensory 
perception of God (as Als ton would like). He does not claim that an 'of-
God-type experience' could not be caused by God and qual i fy as some 
k i n d of nonperceptual apprehension of God but he holds (against Als ton 
and Wainwright) that even i f such experience would be possible i t would 
not be analogous enough to an ordinary veridical sense experience and 
therefore i t would not constitute an evidence or epistemic warrant for 
believing i n the existence of its object. Simply, there are no truth-
directed reasons for believing i n the existence of the apparent object of 
religious experience (there may be pragmatic ones. Gale remarks, 
though later he w i l l dismiss them too). Gale r ightly notices that Alston's 
and Wainwright 's argument (which he calls 'analogical argument for 
cognitivity') rests on the presumption that sense experiences are 
a paradigm of cognitivity and therefore, showing that religious expe­
riences are sufficiently analogous to sense experiences, w i l l be a good 
way of establishing their cognitive credentials. Then he puts the 
question how close the analogy must be to make the argument work and 
points out that there is no decision procedure for determining this. Af te r 
examining different versions of the 'analogical argument' he concludes 
that the analogies are always too weak to enable us to infer the 
cognitivity of religious experience f rom the admitted cognitivity of sense 
experience. The ma in problem here is that the claims based upon 
religious experiences do not allow for defeating conditions, i.e. they are 
falsif iable. „Because there are no tests for the veridicali ty of religious 
experience, there is no basis for drawing the distinction between his 
actually perceiving God and i t just seeming to h i m as i f he is perceiving 
God. B y not providing for any chance of being wrong, the analogy fails 
to make religious experience relevantly s imi lar to sense experiences, for 
which the veridical-unveridical distinction holds"^^. Gale dismisses 
efforts of Als ton , Wainwright , Swinburne and G . Gut t ing to show that 
there are such tests. Gale thinks they are a l l bound to suffer f rom 
vicious circulari ty. B y considering a number of sensory tests, that is 
conditions of re l iabi l i ty of ordinary sense experiences Gale highlights 
dissimilari t ies between sense experience and religious experience thus 
undermining the whole 'analogical argument'. However, i t seems that 
the success of his project depends on his assumption of a highly 
restrictive notion of sense perception (as his extensive l ist of sensory 
tests makes clear) and his refusal to allow the religious experience to be 
treated as sui generis, yet without loosing its analogy to sensory 
experience f rom his sight. 

R.M. Gale, Op. cit., 294. 



22 Janusz Salamon 

This seems to me the most sensitive area of the whole debate. Here, 
i t seems. Gale and Als ton , Wainwright , Swinburne, P lan t inga (and the 
present author) w i l l not f i n d sufficient common ground to reach any 
agreement. For the latter religious experience is sufficiently analogical 
to ordinary sense experience to make religious beliefs based on i t prima 
facie jus t i f ied. A n d yet i t is too specific i n nature, too sui generis, to be 
accepted by Gale as analogical enough to pass his sensory tests. God 
unl ike a table or an an imal does not 'behave' i n such a way as to make 
human experience of H i m sufficiently analogous to sense experience to 
sat isfy conditions set by Gale. 

B y way of conclusion i t needs to be said that Gale's arguments do 
show that, even i f religious experience can be considered as a ground for 
religious beliefs (making the believer jus t i f ied i n holding them on this 
ground), i t is much more diff icul t to argue f rom religious experience to 
the existence of God. However, even i f that would tu rn out to be 
impossible i t would s t i l l not str ip religious experience of a l l its 
evidential value. The debate i n the analjrtic philosophy of rel igion as i t 
is conducted i n the last two decades concerns i tself more explici t ly w i t h 
the problem of jus t i f iab i l i ty of religious beliefs (or their warrant) rather 
then w i t h the possibility of proving God's existence (and even more so 
the existence of a specifically theistic God) beginning w i t h the mul t ip l i ­
city of reports of various religious experiences. To be sure, the t radi t ion 
of Chr i s t i an philosophy does not know too many examples of conscious 
attempts to argue f rom religious experience to the existence of God. 
However, the more modest c la im that religious experience has some 
cognitive val idi ty , because i t makes contribution to the grounds of 
religious belief i n such a way that a person can be jus t i f ied i n holding 
certain k inds of beliefs about God by vir tue of Als ton ian 'perception of 
God' , seems to be rather wel l founded. The arguments of the fiercest 
critics of the cognitive va l id i ty of religious experience, l ike Gale, Mackie , 
Proudfoot, K a t z or F lew are apparently directed against the strongest 
claims of defenders of the cognitive value of religious experience, that 
is against so called arguments f rom religious experience (for the 
existence of God), but are insufficient to refute the weaker c la im, that 
religious beliefs may be considered rationally justified by vir tue of their 
being grounded i n religious experience, i n analogy to perceptual beliefs 
being grounded i n ordinary sense perception. 



Janusz S A L A M O N 

W A R T O S C P O Z N A W C Z A DOSWIADCZENIA R E L I G I J N E G O 

Streszczenie 

W centrum toczg^cej siq aktualnie w srodowisku f i lozof i i analitycznej 
debaty nad epistemicznym statusem doswiadczenia religijnego znajduje 
s i^ spör mi^dzy obroncami jego poznawczej wartosci, t ak imi j ak W . P . 
Ais ton i W . J . Wainwright , oraz l i cznymi autorami odmawiajg^cymi m u 
epistemicznej wiarygodnosci. 

Punk tem odniesienia w dyskusj i jest stanowisko W i l l i a m a Jamesa, 
k t ö r y opierajg^c s i^ na bogatych danych empirycznych doszedl do wnios-
k u , ze n iek tö rych f e n o m e n ö w uznawanych za doswiadczenie religijne nie 
sposöb wyjasnic odwolujg^c s i^ do spolecznych czy psychologicznych 
a s p e k t ö w rel igi i i dlatego nalezy je uznac za doswiadczenie obiektywnej 
Rzeczywistosci Boskiej . James postawil ponadto tez^, ze instytucjonalny 
kontekst okreslonej re l ig i i czy wyznania , j ak i zracjonalizowany system 
teologicznych poj^c, k t ö r e uksztaltowaly podmiot doswiadczenia, odgry-
w a j ^ przy pröbie zrozumienia natury doswiadczenia religijnego drugo-
rz^dn^ rol^ , gdyz ŝ ^ ostatecznie jedynie narz^dziami interpretacji 
poprzedzajg^cego j£^ chronologicznie i logicznie przezycia bezposredniego 
kontaktu podmiotu z Rzeczywistosci^ Bosk£^. 

T^ wlasnie tez^ odrzucajg^ tzw. konstrukt3nvisci (np. T. S. K a t z i W . 
Proudfoot), k tö r zy bazuja^c na specyficznej interpretacji transcendental-
nego ideal izmu 1. K a n t a utrzymuja^, ze kazdy przypadek doswiadczenia 
religijnego da s i^ w pelni wyjasnic w naturalistyczny sposöb, odwolujg^c 
s i ^ do poj^ciowego kontekstu tegoz doswiadczenia i przecz^c jakoby 
doswiadczenie religijne mialo jak ikolwiek metafizycznie transcendentny 
przedmiot. Kons t ruktywisc i stawiajg^, tez^, ze nie m a w ogöle czegos 
takiego jako 'czyste' doswiadczenie, k t ö r e nie byloby zaposredniczone 
w spolecznym, j ^zykowym i konceptualnym kontekscie, w k tör j rm funk-
cjonuje podmiot doswiadczenia, i w zwi^zku z tym doswiadczenie zawsze 
jest uksztaltowane przez uprzednie oczekiwania podmiotu, jego obraz 
rzeczywistosci i td. , i to do tego stopnia, ze doswiadczenie moze byc 
calkowicie wytworem tegoz kontekstu i nie posiadac zadnego obiektyw-
nego przedmiotu. 

Glöwne zalozenie k o n s t r u k t y w i s t ö w , ze nie moze istniec 'czyste' 
doswiadczenie wydaje s i ^ jednak byc pozbawione podstaw. Fenomenolo-
giczne analizy W . P . Als tona wskazu j^ na to, ze bezposrednia swiado-
mosc obecnosci jakiegos przedmiotu doswiadczenia religijnego jest 
mozl iwa i nie mus i byc ona w ogöle zaposredniczona w konceptualnjon 
czy inst5rtucjonaln3mi kontekscie podmiotu. Konceptualizacja pojawia s i^ 
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bowiem dopiero na etapie interpretacji i jest chronologicznie i logicznie 
pözn ie j sza od samej konfrontacji podmiotu z przedmiotem doswiadcze­
nia . Konstrukt jrwisci popelniaj^ blg^d s^dz^c, ze poniewaz interpretacja 
doswiadczenia dokonuje s i^ zazwyczaj w k luczu poj^c, k t ö r y m i podmiot 
dysponowal, zanim doswiadczenie mialo miejsce, to samo doswiadczenie 
mus i byc jakos Tiltrowane' przez t^ siatk^ poj^c. 

Redukcjonistyczni krjrtycy kognitjrwnej wartosci doswiadczenia 
religijnego interpretuj^ je w kategoriach psychicznej dewiacji lub b l^du 
poznawczego inspirowanego przez spoleczny czy intelektualny kontekst 
podmiotu. Redukcjonisci p ie l^gnuj^ zazwyczaj ci^gle zywe tradycje 
K . M a r x a i S. Freuda, a jeszcze cz^sciej nawi^zujs^ do scjentystycznego 
ducha pozyt5wizmu logicznego (przykladem wplywowy J . L . Mackie) 
w przekonaniu, ze 'naukowe' wyjasnienie fenomenu re l ig i i w ogölnosci, 
a doswiadczenia religijnego w szczegölnosci jest konkluzywne i jedno-
znacznie negatywne. 

W s r ö d popularnych za rzu töw mamy tez ten, k t ö r y za punkt wyjscia 
bierze niezaprzeczalny fakt rozbieznych i wykluczaj^cych s i ^ wzajemnie 
interpretacji doswiadczenia religijnego w röznych religiach. Zarzut ten 
opiera s i ^ na zalozeniu, ze skoro rözne podmioty rzekomego doswiadcze­
n i a religijnego nie mog^ s i^ zgodzic co do opisu przedmiotu owych 
doswiadczen, to nalezy uznac, ze wszystkie one s£^ i l u z j ^ , albo w najlep-
szym razie majg^ bardzo n i sk i stopien epistemicznej wiarygodnosci i nie 
mog^ sluzyc za uzasadnienie racjonalnie zywionych przekonan re l igi j -
nych. To zalozenie jest jednak z gruntu falszywe. Is tniej^ rözno rak i e 
konstrukcje epistemologiczne, k t ö r e starajg^ s i ^ wyjasnic, j ak to jest 
mozliwe, ze podmioty doswiadczenia religijnego wywodz^ce s i^ z röznych 
tradycji rel igi jnych z n i e z w y k l ^ regularnosci^ interpretujg^^ swoje 
doswiadczenia w sposöb rozbiezny. Oczywiscie, zawsze do rozwazenia 
pozostaje teza, ze n i ek tö re doswiadczenia S£\, istotnie iluzoryczne, a inne 
n i m i nie s^. 

W niniejszym artykule, wyst^puja^c w obronie kognitywnej wartosci 
doswiadczenia religijnego i podejmujg^c p röb^ odparcia poszczegölnych 
za r zu töw, sugeruje s i^ , ze za szczegölnie atrakcyjny model epistemolo-
giczny doswiadczenia religijnego nalezaloby uznac ten, k t ö r y podkresla 
analogic mi^dzy doswiadczeniem rel igi jnjnn i zwyczajna^ praktyka^ per-
cepcji zmyslowej. Ap l ikac j a takiego modeln stawia doswiadczenie re l i ­
gijne w 'sytuacji epistemicznej' podobnej do percepcji zmyslowej 
z wszys tk imi jej zaletami i wadami . J e d n ^ z konsekwencji takiego uj^cia 
jest to, ze dostarcza ono racjonalnego uzasadnienia d la przekonan re l i ­
gi jnych opartych na doswiadczeniu re l ig i jnym, pozwalajg^c uznac je za 
racjonalne, ale jednoczesnie czyni t rudn^ obron^ silniejszej tezy o moz-
l iwosci skonstruowania jakiegokolwiek 'dowodu' z doswiadczenia re l i ­
gijnego n a istnienie Boga ze wzgl^du n a rozbiezne rozumienie poj^cia 
Absolu tu w röznych religiach. 


