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Religious ExperienceReligious Experience
What is it?

There is not one comprehensive definition, but religious experiences are 
distinct from the ordinary, sensory experiences of everyday life. They may 
be non-sensory, overwhelming orimpossible to describe (ineffable). The 
experience may also result in the person who undergoes it changing their 
lifestyle.

Where do they come from?

The philosopher of religion Richard Swinburne proposes two principles 
that one can apply when faced with a claim to religious experience. The 
first is the principle of credulity, which states that you should believe that 
things are as they appear to be, unless you have a good reason not to. 
The second is the principle of testimony, which states that you should 
accept reports of experiences from others unless there is good evidence 
against them.

Scholars have argued for many different possible causes 
of religious experience: 

Karl Marx argued for a sociological explanation, saying that 
religious experiences are a product of our culture, which uses 

religion to try to keep us in our place within society. 

Sigmund Freud opted for a psychological explanation 
suggesting that religious experiences are an attempt 

from our brains to offer us comfort. 

Some have said that such experiences are related to 
physiological factors (i.e. related to the normal functioning 
of our bodies). This could include things like dehydration 

or epilepsy resulting in hallucinations. 

Others argue that religious experiences are caused by or because of 
the divine or have some greater spiritual significance than the purely 
materialist explanations. 
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Types of Religious Types of Religious 
ExperienceExperience

There are several types of religious experience 
(some of which may overlap).

CONVERSION
A conversion experience is one which encourages the experiencer to 
change their worldview and behaviour. It can occur via any kind of religious 
experience. 

One example of a conversion experience is that of Nicky Cruz, who was a 
gang leader involved in violent organised crime. One day, he came across 
a street preacher named David Wilkerson, who told Cruz that he was loved 
by Jesus and always would be. Cruz slapped Wilkinson and threatened to 
kill him. A couple of weeks on, Cruz went to see Wilkerson preach. However, 
instead of causing problems, he and his gang sat and listened to Wilkerson, 
felt guilt for what they had done and handed their weapons over to the 
police. Cruz became a Christian evangelist. 

CORPORATE RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCES 
A corporate religious experience is one which happens to many people 
simultaneously.

One famous example of a corporate experience is the Toronto 
Blessing, which occurred in 1994. This involved hundreds of attendees 
at the Toronto Airport Vineyard Church undergoing an experience which 
they attribute to the force of the Holy Spirit. The ‘fruits’ of the experience 
included speaking tongues, ‘holy laughter’ and gold fillings appearing in 
people’s teeth. 

NUMINOUS EXPERIENCES
A numinous experience is one which is ‘ineffable’ (entirely indescribable) 
and involves an encounter with the divine. 

VISIONS AND VOICES 

Seeing visions and hearing voices as a religious experience is something 
which is unlike ordinary sight or hearing, as it is usually beyond the senses.


