
 

  

  



 

  

Hello and welcome to the first edition of REflect, the Ejournal from the AlevelREblog, 

the website designed to help teachers “get inspired” about 

creating high quality teaching and learning in A Level Religious Studies. 

  

In this edition you will find three articles aimed at providing some extra  

material to support your students’ learning. 

 

Please note that these articles have been written by me, using my teaching notes 

which, in some cases, are rather old. It would be impossible to reference all of the 

resources I will have used to compile these notes as I no longer have an accurate record 

of them. However, I have provided a list of my usual reference books at the end of 

each article. A comprehensive list of websites I regularly use is available on the 

ALevelREblog (alevelreblog.wordpress.com) 

 Apologies to anyone who hasn’t been acknowledged (most likely past colleagues) 

  

Don’t forget to follow the AlevelREblog, on Facebook and Twitter to access all the  

resources including: 

 Innovative teaching ideas & resources to use in the classroom 

  Student workbooks & revision materials 

 Loads of ideas to get your students researching and working independently - outside 

as well as inside, the classroom 

 

Sara Fletcher, February 2015       



Behind the Vale: An examination 

of Hick´s theodicy 

On the news this morning, there was a report 

of yet another “humanitarian crisis”- this time 

in the Horn of Africa where an estimated 

11million people are in need of emergency 

aid.  This is due to the worst drought in the 

area for 60 years and is likely to lead to 

widespread famine in parts of Somalia. 

 

  (image courtesy of BBC archive) 

It is difficult to imagine how such a disaster 

could possibly be reconciled with belief in a 

loving, omnipotent God. This problem of evil, 

as premised by the Greek philosopher 

Epicurus, indicates the inherent inconsistency 

between the existence of evil and the 

existence of the God of Classical Theism. We 

are forced, according to the logic of Epicurus, 

to deduce that since evil undoubtedly does 

exist, it is logically impossible for God to exist 

as well. 

The problem has such clout that it has been 

resurrected at various points through history 

with philosophers and theologians pitching 

their wits against each other to determine 

once and for all whether faith in God is 

logically absurd. 

John Hick, an emeritus professor at both the 

University of Birmingham and the Claremont 

Graduate University, California,  draws on the 

earlier philosophy of Irenaeus in an attempt to 

present a coherent and robust defence of God 

in the face of evil and suffering. 

Hick’s theodicy stands in stark contrast to the 

earlier theodicies in the Augustinian tradition. 

St Augustine’s theodicy begins with a 

confirmation of the perfection of the created 

world. Since God is perfect, everything God 

creates must also be perfect. “Evil” is therefore 

a privatio boni rather than a created 

substance. The origin of suffering in the world 

can be traced back to the initial disobedience 

of Adam and Eve – a freely made decision 

which upset the natural balance of the 

universe and resulted in all humans being born 

with an intrinsically sinful nature. According to 

Augustine (354-430), since God is not 

responsible for Evil, God is not required to 

put an end to it. Instead, it can be regarded as 

just punishment for the sins of mankind.  

According to Augustine’s theodicy, the 

humanitarian crisis in the Horn of Africa is not 

to be blamed on God. God created a world 

without drought or famine – it was human 

error which corrupted the natural world and 

led to natural evils. 

For many people, the Augustinian theodicy is 

unsatisfactory in the modern world. The idea 

that the suffering experienced by millions of 

starving people in Somalia, Ethiopia, Kenya 

and Uganda is deserved punishment for sin is 

unjustifiable, even immoral.  

Hick, in particular criticised the Augustinian 

theodicy. According to Hick, the literalist 

doctrine of Original Sin is no longer widely 

upheld, with many Christians regarding the 

accounts of Creation and The Fall as sacred 

myth rather than scientific or historical fact. 

Instead of being created perfect, Hick refers to 

a Darwinian view of humanity whereby 

humans have evolved from lower forms of life 

to be creatures capable of making moral 

decisions and engaging in a loving relationship 

with God. This being the case, it follows that 

natural disasters cannot be attributed to the 

disobedience of one man. Neither can the 

doctrine of Original Sin as it is mistaken to 



believe that all humans were seminally present 

in Adam.  

The theodicy itself seems to be at odds with 

the concept of an omniscient God – God’s 

foreknowledge would mean that he foresaw 

the Fall and all the suffering it would lead to, 

yet continued with his creative plan 

regardless. Hick argues that this would mean 

God must take partial responsibility for evil. 

Hick also challenges the idea that at death, 

some people will end up in Hell.  Augustine 

believed he had preserved the justice and 

mercy of God through his doctrine of 

Irresistible Grace, the idea that a chosen few 

are saved by the grace of God while those 

who remain in their fallen state are destined 

for an eternity in Hell. According to Hick, this 

apparently arbitrary election of the few, while 

leaving the rest to endure eternal damnation 

is not in keeping with an all-loving God. 

Augustine seems to be suggesting that God 

creates people, knowing they will spend an 

eternity in Hell – indeed the very existence of 

Hell indicates that evil and punishment were 

part of God’s plan from the outset. 

Given these fundamental problems, Hick 

rejects the Augustinian tradition and presents 

his own version of the Irenaean theodicy – a 

justification of God that is compatible with a 

21
st
 Century world view. 

The Irenaean tradition begins by denying the 

intrinsic perfection of the created world. 

Instead of being the utopia of Eden that 

Augustine imagines, the Irenaean theodicies 

recognise that the world is created with a 

purpose – that purpose being to provide the 

ideal environment in which human beings can 

grow and develop from the image of God – 

morally and spiritually immature; to the 

perfected likeness of God – whereby the 

challenges of this life have been overcome and 

we have achieved the potential God 

envisaged for us. If we achieve the likeness of 

God, we are as God intends us to be. 

This central element of Irenaeus’ theodicy is 

also found at the heart of John Hick’s. The 

world, he argues, is a perfect environment for 

“soul making” – the process by which we 

become “children of God”.  No episode of 

evil and suffering is pointless; they are 

designed to provide us with an opportunity 

for spiritual and moral growth. In this way, 

they are instrumentally good for the end 

result they help to bring about. According to 

Hick, the world is not a “play pen paradise” 

for if it were, humans would remain 

immature, without having sufficiently 

developed the virtues necessary to achieve our 

potential. Providing humans with such 

opportunities is an expression of the love God 

has for people.  

In order for God to justify the existence of 

evil, it is necessary for all people to achieve 

their full potential of becoming “children of 

God”. If we die before such a state is 

achieved, then all the suffering we would 

have experienced in our lives would have 

been for nothing. Hick therefore emphasises 

the necessity of Universal Salvation – all 

people must eventually inherit eternal life. 

Hick’s theodicy echoes many other important 

aspects of his philosophy and there is much 

value to be had in piecing together this 

philosophical jigsaw puzzle. 

Firstly, let’s think about Hick’s approach to 

the truths found in the Bible. For many 

people, one of the great strengths of Hick’s 

theodicy is its compatibility with a 21
st
 Century 

world view. It is not necessary to picture 

Adam and Eve as historical figures- they are 

symbolic of the immature human nature. 

Adam’s disobedience signifies the inability of 

humans to overcome the lure of sin due to 

weak moral fibre. Having failed to live as God 

intends, they are distanced from Him. In the 

same way, as humans if we deviate from the 

path that God lays down for us, we too shall 



fail to develop sufficiently to enable us to 

enter Heaven.  

Many Christians are willing to regard the 

accounts of Creation and The Fall of Man in 

Genesis as Sacred Myth – an illustration of a 

deeper truth concealed behind layers of story.  

But just how satisfactory is this view? How 

much of the Bible are we content to regard as 

myth, rather than literal truth? For Hick, 

where Adam and Eve represent the immature 

human being, Jesus is a symbol of the ideal to 

which we should all aspire. Jesus demonstrates 

that it is possible to achieve the potential God 

intends for us in one lifetime. He is the 

antithesis to the figures of Adam and Eve.  

Here, Hick is following in the footsteps of 

Rudolf Bultmann in his attempts to 

“demythologise” the Bible. In his book “The 

Myth of God Incarnate”, Hick sets out his 

proposal that the story of Christianity is 

essentially all a sacred myth – an illustration of 

the human condition: a journey from being 

made in the image of God to achieving our 

full potential and becoming Children of God. 

While a handful of Christians may be happy 

to accept this view of Christianity, many may 

indeed hesitate at denying the literal truth of 

the central claims of Christianity. For, if the 

resurrection of Christ was not an historical 

event, the critical heart of the faith is lost – 

Jesus becomes just another teacher whose life 

provides us with an example of how to live. 

This pluralist approach of Hick may, for many 

Christians, be a step too far. While the story 

of Adam and Eve may be myth, the majority 

of Christians would defend the literal truth of 

the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ. 

The second aspect of Hick’s theodicy that is 

deserving of in-depth consideration is his 

notion of Universal Salvation. It is necessary, 

according to Hick, that all who suffer 

eventually get to Heaven. This is because, in 

order for the suffering we experience to be 

justified, it must serve a purpose. For Hick, the 

purpose of all instances of suffering is to 

provide us with opportunities whereby we 

might grow and develop in preparation for 

entry to Heaven. If there is nothing at the end 

of my life, the sufferings I experience in my 

life will have been without purpose and 

therefore unjustified. This idea raises a number 

of considerable issues. 

Firstly, there are countless instances of people 

who endure extreme suffering and die 

without having achieved their potential (eg 

Baby P – the toddler who was tortured and 

killed by his mother & stepfather). It would be 

unjust of God to allow Baby P direct entry 

into Heaven, as he has not developed 

sufficiently to be considered a “child of God”. 

Yet, Baby P must eventually go to Heaven, 

otherwise all the suffering he experienced 

would have been in vain and therefore 

unjustified. Hick’s solution is to imagine an 

afterlife that allows us to continue our journey 

of development. For Hick therefore, our in 

our afterlife, we must: 

a) have freewill 

b) be the same person 

c) experience instances of 

suffering – obstacles that will 

facilitate my continued 

development. 

The first requirement is addressed in Hick’s 

contribution to the Free Will defence. Hick 

responds to the challenge from Anthony Flew 

and J.L.Mackie who suggested that God could 

have made humans who always choose the 

good. This is because our free decisions are 

made within the bounds of our nature. 

Therefore, if God had given me a wholly 

good nature, I would be free to act as I 

wished according to my nature and all my 

freely chosen actions would be good. Hick’s  

response emphasises the nature of the 

relationship humans are intended to have 

with God. He agrees that God could have 



made humans who always choose the good, 

but he could not have done so without 

restricting our freedom of choice over 

whether we enter into a “filial relationship” 

with God. This is central to Hick’s philosophy 

– the purpose of our existence is to be 

reconciled to God. This is achieved through 

the development of our moral character but 

also by freely choosing to enter into that 

relationship.  

The Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard 

used the analogy of the King and the peasant 

girl to illustrate the fact that genuine love 

cannot be forced or coerced. Free will is 

therefore essential to this relationship and it is 

an expression of God’s love that he is willing 

to create an environment which is contrary to 

his nature in order to allow humans to come 

to God freely. 

The second issue is to do with personal 

identity. Hick is a monist – there is no 

separate soul that defines me as an individual. 

Instead, what makes me who I am is the 

combination of my appearance, my character 

and my memories. 

He sets out his “Replica Theory” as a means of 

demonstrating the rational possibility of 

continued existence after death: 

He asks us to imagine John Smith disappeared 

in the USA and a replica of him spontaneously 

reappeared somewhere else – eg Calcutta. The 

way we would be able to tell if it really was 

John Smith would be by his appearance¸ his 

character and his memories. According to 

Hick, as long as the replica is exactly identical, 

it can be regarded as the same person.  

This means, according to Hick, if we can view 

a replica John Smith in Calcutta as being the 

same person as the one who disappeared in 

the USA, it is perfectly possible to be recreated 

in Heaven by God. Hick is claiming that it is 

reasonable to surmise that an omnipotent 

God can create a perfect replica of me upon 

my death. So long as the replica looks like me, 

has the same character and shares the same 

memories, then my personal identity can 

continue in my afterlife.  Although death 

might destroy my original body, as long as my 

brain and my body are identical, the new 

body will be me. 

According to Hick it is therefore possible for 

me to survive my bodily death and continue 

my process of development in a new, 

replicated body. 

Hick makes an important contribution to the 

discussion about life after death but it is not 

without its problems. For, if God could create 

one replica of me, it is possible that God 

could create multiple replicas of me. In 

addition, a perfect replica must share the 

appearance & memory of the original up to 

(and possibly including) the point of death.  

Also, over time each of the 3 indicators of 

personal identity may well change. I may 

undergo gender reassignment surgery or suffer 

from Alzheimer’s both of which would distort 

at least one if not more of my personal 

identity criteria.  

There are certain logistical problems raised by 

Hick’s view: if I am to receive a new, 

replicated body then my afterlife must be 

physical. If I am also to have freewill and face 

obstacles which will facilitate my 

development, then our afterlife sounds rather 

a lot like our present life. 

If I am guaranteed entry into Heaven 

eventually, is there any real incentive to strive 

to get there sooner rather than later? Is it just 

to allow everyone entry into Heaven – how 

happy would we be to see Hitler (albeit a 

perfected version of Hitler) in Heaven? 

Lastly, Heaven must be sufficiently good in 

order to justify all the evils I have endured 

throughout my life (or lives) to compensate 

for the journey. Is it possible to completely 

satisfy everyone’s desires in this way? Surely 



what I would find supremely satisfying is not 

going to be to everyone’s taste. Indeed, what 

of atheists and protest atheists? If God is going 

to endlessly sustain their lives until they are fit 

for entry into Heaven, this is coercive view of 

God not one who respects peoples’ freely 

made decisions.  

This is a problem highlighted by the fictional 

character Ivan Karamazov in the book The 

Brothers Karamazov by Theodore 

Dostoyevski. According to Ivan, there is 

nothing that can justify the suffering of small 

children and as a result, he rejects God – that 

is, he believes in God but he rejects him and 

wants nothing to do with him. Despite his 

brother Alyosha’s protests, Ivan is taking a 

moral stance claiming that given the evidence 

placed before him, he is forced to conclude 

that no matter how good the final end 

(Heaven) might be, the price of suffering is 

simply too high.  

The points raised by Ivan link in with another 

formulation of the problem: the Evidential 

Problem of evil. This focuses on the extent of 

the suffering experienced, rather than the 

existence of it. Philosophers who expound 

this, such as William Rowe acknowledge that 

there are some evils which lead to greater 

goods – the development of virtues, for 

example – however there remain evils which 

are unnecessary. Perhaps this is the real 

sticking point in terms of Hick’s theodicy: is it 

really necessary for 11 million people to die of 

starvation in order for the rest of the world to 

develop virtues such as compassion and 

empathy? Is it ever justifiable to use such 

people as a means to an end? Certainly 

Kantian ethics would object to this and it is 

questionable whether Christian ethics supports 

this kind of teleological moral view.  

The criticisms of Hick’s Replica Theory and 

views about the nature of our Afterlife pose 

real problems for the success of his theodicy. If 

I cannot be sure that ‘I’ will continue after my 

death then not only can I not complete the 

process of development in another dimension, 

but if I do manage to complete it in one 

lifetime, it will not be ‘me’ experiencing the 

delights of Heaven. Either way, the evil and 

suffering I have experienced will not have 

been justified and the Problem of Evil prevails. 

However for many, perhaps the most serious 

flaw is that the Irenaean theodicies trivialize 

evil in the world by reassuring us that the 

suffering we experience is good for us. To 

demand that we invert the perception of evil 

and regard it as instrumentally good is to fail 

to grasp the magnitude of the problem.  

 

 

 

 

Questions to think about: 

 To what extent can a link be identified 

between human activity and natural 

disasters? 

 Are humans right to blame God for evil 

or should we take responsibility for 

instances of suffering in the world? 

 

©February 2015 

 

 

 

 

  

Resources: 

Davies, B. 1993. An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion 

Hick, J. 1983 Philosophy of Religion 3rd Ed. 

Jordan, A et al. 2009 Philosophy of Religion for A Level   

Jones, G et al. 2009 Philosophy of Religion  

Vardy, P. 1990. The Puzzle of God  

Vardy, P. 1992. The Puzzle of Evil 

 



 

A Voice of One Crying in the 
Wilderness: 

The Problems of Petitionary Prayer 

 

The Eternal has His intentions from all 

eternity. If prayer accords with His 

immutable wishes, it is quite useless to ask 

of Him what He has resolved to do. If one 

prays Him to do the contrary of what He has 

resolved, it is praying Him to be weak, 

frivolous, inconstant; it is believing that He 

is thus, it is to mock Him. Either you ask 

Him a just thing; in this case He must do it, 

and the thing will be done without your 

praying Him for it; entreating Him is even 

to distrust Him: or the thing is unjust, and 

then you outrage Him. You are worthy or 

unworthy of the grace you implore: if 

worthy, He knows it better than you; if 

unworthy, you commit a crime the more in 

asking for what you do not 

deserve.(Voltaire) 

 

People pray for a number of reasons: for 

contrition, adoration, self-reflection, 

meditation, worship. However it is 

intercessionary, or petitionary prayer that, for 

philosophers, is the most controversial. This 

brief extract from Voltaire highlights just a few 

of the problems with petitionary prayer – 

problems we shall look at in more detail here. 

 If God is timeless and eternal, how is it 

possible for him to interact with a 

temporal universe? 

 If God is omniscient, why do I need to 

petition God? He surely knows my 

prayers before I say anything. 

 Can God change his mind? Can little 

old me really affect the will of the 

Creator? 

 Why do some prayers go unanswered? 

 Does petitioning God to act really 

make a difference? 

Let’s have a look at these key issues in more 

detail. Follow this conversation between 

Sophie, a philosophy student and her 

professor, Theo as they explore the issue of 

Petitionary Prayer. 

T:  Hello Sophie, I see you are looking at 

the practice of Prayer - what is it that you 

wish to discuss this morning? 

S:  Hello Theo, I understand why many 

people pray. Prayer is a central feature of any 

religious belief system. People do it because 

they want to feel close to God - to venerate, 

to reflect and to ask for forgiveness.  I know 

that in Christianity in particular people are 

instructed to pray: The Lord’s Prayer, for 

example. 

T:  That’s right – so what’s the problem? 

S:  Well, the final line of the Lord’s Prayer 

says “thy will be done” – if this is the case, 

what is the use of asking God to intervene in 

certain situations? If I ask God to do 

something, like cure an ill child for example, 

then what is the point in me doing so? Either 

God wills the child to recover, or he does not. 

What effect can my prayer have? 

T:  The Lord’s Prayer is not the only 

reference to prayer found in the Bible, Sophie. 

There are many occasions when Jesus assures 

his followers to “ask, and you shall receive”.  



If God is a loving God, as Christianity teaches 

he is, then prayer is a 2-way conversation.  

S: So why do so many prayers go 

unanswered? If petitionary prayer was 

effective, surely there would be some 

evidence to support it? You would expect a 

higher recovery rate among patients who 

prayed, or were prayed for. However the 

2006 STEP project found no significant 

difference in recovery rates whether subjects 

were prayed for, or not. It seems that God 

simply ignores the anguished prayers from 

parents of ill children, or the prayers offered 

up from the Jews in Auschwitz. I can’t help 

but think that a God who hears these prayers, 

is able to act, and yet doesn’t, is not a God 

who is worthy of worship. 

T:  That is one of the key philosophical 

problems with petitionary prayer Sophie – 

you are quite right to point it out. It brings us 

back to the Problem of Evil and the position 

of protest atheism, illustrated by the character, 

Ivan Karamazov. However it is by no means 

the only problem. There are many other areas 

you could explore. What other issues have 

you spied? 

S: I’m struggling to see how an eternal 

God can interact with the universe. 

T:  Go on… 

S:  Well, God is supposed to be both 

immutable and omniscient. If he knows what 

the future will be, then the future cannot be 

changed. So what is the point in asking him to 

intervene? Either he was going to intervene 

anyway, or he has no intention of doing so. 

Either way, my asking is completely futile!  

T:  Yes, this is a serious and rather complex 

issue. One possibility is to limit the knowledge 

it is possible for God to have: if God can only 

know what is factually true, he cannot know 

the future free actions of human beings. 

Therefore he cannot know whether or not a 

person will choose to pray. 

S: But what good will that prayer do? To 

refer to my earlier example, if God wills the 

child to recover, she will. If he doesn’t, she 

won’t. My petitioning God won’t make any 

difference to the outcome of the situation. 

T: Well, perhaps we can ask what it 

means for God to act. Some would agree and 

say it is not possible for a God who is outside 

time to intervene in a temporal universe.  It 

would be logically impossible to do so as for a 

timeless God, all actions happen 

simultaneously.  

S:  And any intervention requires 

chronology: before the action, during the 

action, after the action? 

T:  Precisely. So instead, theologians such 

as Thomas Aquinas and St Augustine proposed 

that God acts timelessly. 

S: Isn’t that a contradiction? How can it 

be possible to have a timeless action? 

T:  Well Aquinas referred to the limits of 

our language. He said that when we say 

“acts” in reference to God, we don’t mean it 

in the same way as when we talk about 

humans. We cannot know exactly what it 

does mean when we use it to refer to God, as 

God is completely different to humans, the 

language we use to talk about him must imply 

something completely different too.  

S:  So Aquinas says God “acts timelessly” 

but we can’t know what it means, or how it is 

possible? Sounds like a bit of a cop out to be 

honest… 

T:  Yes, it is certainly a claim that cannot 

be falsified, isn’t it? Maybe we should 

recognise just how misleading it can be to use 

human language to talk about God – religious 

language is crammed full of humanlike 

references and it can get quite confusing. Even 

as we have this discussion, we are using the 3
rd
 

person masculine in reference to God! Instead 

we could refer to a view that can be found in 



some of the writings of the Christian mystic, St 

Teresa of Avila: “God has no hands but 

yours”.  Instead of asking God for miracles 

(which is in itself an interesting philosophical 

issue), believers are asking God for help in 

doing his work.  

S: Yes, that makes much more sense. It is 

still difficult to assess whether petitionary 

prayer is actually effective though. 

T:  Perhaps it is necessary to explore what 

it is that believers are petitioning God for. 

Clearly if they are asking God to cure their 

child, this raises the problems you have 

outlined. However, if they are asking for 

strength to face what the future might bring, 

then the prayer is still valid. Think about Jesus’ 

anguished prayer in the garden of 

Gethsemane: “Yet not my will, but yours” – 

through the process of prayer, he is resigning 

himself to the situation but asking for God’s 

help in facing up to what is to come.    

S: In that sense then, petitionary prayer 

has only a therapeutic value for the believer. 

Buddhists may say that the same changes in 

the individual can come about through 

meditation and self-reflection, without the 

need for divine intervention. 

T: Quite true. Anti-realist philosophers 

such as DZ Philips would argue this is precisely 

what petitionary prayer is about – God 

cannot change but the individual, or even the 

believing community, can. In recognising what 

is required, through the process of petitionary 

prayer– be it strength, humility, compassion, 

etc – change can be brought about.  

S:  So it’s a question of perception: what a 

non-believer might see as a coincidence, the 

believer will see as an answer to a prayer?  

T: That’s right: the question of perception 

is key to the Anti Realist position. A religious 

believer sees the world, and finds meaning 

within it, through one particular paradigm. 

For him, certain truths are absolute: the 

existence of God, and the ability of God to 

bring about change in the individual, for 

example. The non-believer sees the world 

quite differently and holds to a different set of 

truths. They will each interpret their own 

experiences accordingly. 

S: So it’s back to Anti Realism again?  

T:  Yes, I’m afraid so! Well done Sophie, 

you’ve identified some of the most important 

philosophical issues with petitionary prayer. 

Good luck with the rest of your research! 
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A Glimpse of the Numinous? 

 

Do religious experiences demonstrate the 

existence of God? 

 

Before any discussion about the nature of 

religious experiences can really get underway, 

we need to make a few assertions: 

 

1. Any kind of experience, be it religious 

or otherwise is inherently subjective. The 

recipient of the experience responds on a 

number of different levels – conscious, 

subconscious, emotional, spiritual, 

intellectual, to name just a few. This means 

that even apparently “corporate” 

experiences which may appear to have been 

shared by many people are in fact 

subjectively very different. 

 

2. Any argument which attempts to prove 

the existence of God is doomed from the 

outset. God must maintain an epistemic 

distance in order that human beings can 

remain free and therefore by necessity it is 

impossible to prove God’s existence 

conclusively. 

 

(This latter assertion only applies to arguments 

concerning realism. It is valid to use religious 

experience to prove the existence of God 

from an anti-realist perspective – but I shall 

return to this later.) 

 

The question therefore remains as to whether 

Richard Swinburne is correct in putting 

forward a cumulative argument, claiming 

religious experience shows God’s existence is 

more probable than his non-existence. This 

would re-establish the validity of the 

investigation and means that it is up to us to 

consider the various arguments and the 

challenges in order to judge conclusively 

which way the pendulum swings: is it more or 

less likely that God’s existence is real? 

 

The vast array of religious experiences, as 

catalogued by research centers such as the 

Alister Hardy centre at Lampeter University or 

David Hay in Oxford illustrate the diversity of 

the nature of experiences termed “religious”. 

Swinburne is fairly helpful in categorizing 

experiences in differentiating between 

“public” experiences and “private” 

experiences. However, given the subjective 

nature of any experience, in my view this 

categorization is of limited use. In any case, 

according to Rudolf Otto, Swinburne fails to 

capture the internal aspect of religious 

experiences – what they feel like to the 

individual. In many ways, it can be argued 

that the “external” experience – what is 

happening on the outside is of less significance 

than the internal responses the experience 

generates. This is undoubtedly the view of the 

most prominent researcher into religious 

experiences: William James, who asserted that 

all religious experiences share common core 

characteristics and have a profound and 

lasting impact on the individual’s life.  

 

So, before we advance any further into the 

complexities of the argument, perhaps we 

should spend some time making it clear 

exactly what a religious experience is. In 

essence, a religious experience is communion 

with the divine: participation in the 

Numinous; an encounter with God on a 

deeply personal level.  In this sense, James’ 

analysis is perhaps of most use: his 4 

characteristics of religious experience allow us 

to question whether or not the variety of 

experiences that people claim to have had are 



in fact shades of the same thing. It also 

demands that we focus on the internal nature 

or effects of the experience rather than getting 

caught up in the mechanics of the external 

nature of the event. In other words, it is not 

important whether the experience is of a 

beautiful sunset (Swinburne’s category 1), a 

vision of the sun dancing in the sky at Fatima 

(Swinburne’s category 2) or St Teresa’s 

experience of an angel piercing her heart 

(Swinburne’s category 4). What is important 

to James are the shared characteristics of 

ineffability, transciency, passivity and a noetic 

quality. According to James, without such 

characteristics, experiences cannot rightly be 

claimed to be religious. 

 

The concept of “the numinous” stretches far 

beyond the usual boundaries of Religious 

Experience. Although traditionally attributed 

to Rudolf Otto, the concept can be traced to 

Kantian moral thought and therefore Plato’s 

philosophy. The idea that human experience is 

but a glimpse or hint at a reality that lies far 

beyond us, is an essential element of these 

related schools of philosophy. It would 

therefore be perfectly reasonable to describe 

religious experiences as ineffable – an 

experience beyond the realms of human 

understanding cannot possibly be expressed 

given the limitations of language. A plethora 

of artwork, poetry and mystical orations have 

grown up in light of this. Perhaps the most 

famous of such is found in the work of St John 

of the Cross: 

 

I abandoned and forgot myself, 

laying my face on my Beloved; 

all things ceased; I went out from myself, 

leaving my cares 

forgotten among the lilies. 

The Dark Night Of The Soul as translated 

by David Lewis (1909) 

 

So, can such reported experiences of the 

numinous be taken seriously in philosophic 

endeavour to suggest that the existence of 

God is more probable than God’s non 

existence?  

 

At its most simple and straightforward, the 

argument for the existence of God from 

Religious Experience can be formulated thus: 

1. experience of x indicates reality of x 

2. it is possible to experience God 

3. therefore experience of God 

indicates reality of God 

 

 

A common comparison found among 

numerous A Level textbooks is made between 

experiences of God and experiences of UFOs 

or the Loch Ness Monster. What is the 

difference between the claims of such 

experiences? 

 

Surely, if an experience of a UFO is possible 

and experiences of UFOs indicate the reality 

of UFOs, then claims of UFO experiences 

should be enough to convince us of the reality 

of UFOs. Such a comparison is a tempting line 

to follow. However, it should be remembered 

that even Richard Swinburne, the most 

prominent advocate of Religious Experiences 

is not making such a claim. UFO experiences 

are the only evidence to support claims that 

UFOs exist. The same is not being claimed of 

God, however. According to Swinburne, 

experiences of God should be considered in 

conjunction with other empirical and logical 

reasons which support the existence of God. 

 

http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Dark_Night_Of_The_Soul
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Dark_Night_Of_The_Soul


Swinburne’s Principle of Credulity is listed on 

any A Level syllabus and has demanded a 

more considered exploration of claims of 

religious experience. In short, Swinburne is 

claiming that since it would be absurd to 

question the reality of our everyday 

experiences, similarly it is absurd to therefore 

question the reality of religious experiences – 

if it looks like the Virgin Mary, sounds like the 

Virgin Mary and acts like the Virgin Mary, 

then it is reasonable to assume that it is the 

Virgin Mary.
1
 

Here, Swinburne is making the highly 

questionable assumption that religious 

experiences are the same as everyday 

experiences. This is debatable since everyday 

experiences are precisely that – everyday. 

Everyday experiences can be explained using 

everyday language and are likely to have been 

experienced by other individuals. Neither of 

which can apply to religious experiences, for 

reasons stated above. In addition, everyday 

experiences can generally be empirically 

verified; if I had an experience of a squirrel in 

my garden, I can look to evidence to support 

that experience – traces of nesting or 

hibernation, remnants of food, skeletons of 

squirrelly ancestors, scientific descriptions of 

squirrels etc. This simply is not possible with 

religious experiences and so it is a mistake to 

equate them with everyday experiences so 

easily. 

 

Where Swinburne is particularly interesting, is 

perhaps in his acknowledgement of the factors 

which affect the trustworthiness of our sensory 

experiences. 

 

                                                           
1 This example is made thoroughly tongue in cheek – I 

acknowledge the socio-historical fabrication of 

traditional images of the Virgin Mary, and given that 

she would presumably be speaking in a language the 

recipient of the experience would understand, Aramaic 

is unlikely to be the language of choice 

Without doubt, our experiences can be 

mistaken – a mirage in the desert or a stick 

that appears bent when placed in water are 

simple illustrative examples. When it comes to 

the falsity of experiences then any number of 

illusion inducing factors are also 

acknowledged by Swinburne – drugs, mental 

stability, tiredness, poor light etc etc. Only if 

we can be sure that our experiences are 

genuine should we trust that what appears to 

be the case, genuinely is the case. 

 

This naturally begs the question: does the 

possibility of genuine, unadulterated religious 

experience remain? Or are all of our 

experiences ultimately shaped by the 

circumstances in which we perceive them? If, 

as I suggested earlier, all of our experiences 

involve emotional, psychological, intellectual 

responses then who can say what a genuine 

experience really is? Or not? The terror I feel 

at a horror movie may be fabricated, but they 

appear real nonetheless.  

 

R.M.Hare was particularly significant on this 

point. He argued that we are incapable of 

interpreting our experiences objectively –

without our own particular mind set. Termed 

a “blik”, Hare makes reference to the 

psychological framework through which we 

interpret the world. This mind set ultimately 

shapes how we experience external stimuli. 

For example, if I am religious I am far more 

likely to experience a beautiful sunset as the 

bounteous creativity of the divine, whereas if I 

am an atheist, I am likely to experience it as 

the wondrousness of nature. This means that 

the way I perceive a particular experience is 

what defines it as religious or not. There is, of 

course no way of determining whose 

interpretation of the evidence is correct – 

according to Hare each interpretation is 

equally correct. I experience the numinous if I 

interpret my experience as such. 



 

The work of two prominent neuro-

psychologists, V.S. Ramachandran and M. 

Persinger, have cast a possible light on the 

nature of mystical religious experiences.  

 

Micheal Persinger’s research into the workings 

of the human brain in response to external 

stimuli indicates a possible neuronal 

explanation for numinal experiences such as 

those experienced by believers in deep 

meditation. As the parts of the brain which 

are associated with time and space become 

less active, an “other worldly” feeling is 

generated. 

 

Indeed, Persinger’s research led to the 

development of a ‘helmet’ which simulated 

the characteristics of a religious experience. He 

concluded that religious experiences were in 

fact no more than a particular way in which 

the brain responds to external stimuli. 

 

The work of V.S. Ramachandran is particularly 

significant. His investigations into the nature 

of Temporal Lobe Epilepsy show a clear link 

to the effects of religious experiences. The 

physical effects of temporal lobe seizures bare 

specific resemblance to the effects of religious 

experiences: shaking, trembling, sweating, 

hearing visions / voices, heightened level of 

consciousness. This poses a serious challenge 

to the argument from religious experience. 

Swinburne could well be ‘hoisted by his own 

petard’ as according to the Principle of 

Credulity, if it looks like TLE and sounds like 

TLE, it most likely is TLE. 

 

Interestingly, Ramachandran tentatively 

suggests that there could be a possibility that 

such seizures are bought about by divine 

communication through the temporal lobes. 

However, there is no evidence to justify this 

hypothesis. 

 

It should be noted that Temporal Lobe 

activity need not necessarily be as volatile as 

resulting in seizures. Ramachandran’s work has 

revealed a sliding scale of emotional saliency 

among people. Different individuals are more 

easily moved by others by various stimuli: 

music, artwork, beauty etc. It is possible that 

Swinburne’s category 1 Religious Experience 

(public, normal) could well be explained by 

this varying emotional saliency among people. 

I may be moved to believe a beautiful sunset 

is the work of God because my brain is wired 

in a particular way to make me more prone 

to such an interpretation / response.  

 

Perhaps what is most striking to many who 

carry out research into religious experiences, is 

the culturally specific nature of the 

experiences. Although conversion experiences 

are often reported, it is far more likely that 

the individual will experience God in 

accordance with their culturally determined 

expectations: the Hindu will see the goddess 

Kali, the Catholic will see the Virgin Mary, the 

Protestant will see the Risen Lord Jesus. 

Termed the ‘vicious circle’ challenge, do these 

reports serve to undermine or lend weight to, 

the argument from Religious experience? 

 

John Hick would probably argue that this 

culturally shaped experiences are inevitable 

due to the way in which we “experience-as”. 

According to Hick, every experience we 

encounter through life is interpreted according 

to my previous experiences. I don’t just see a 

flashing light, I experience that flashing light 

as…. an ambulance, my mobile phone on 

silent, a car indicator etc etc. It makes perfect 

sense to interpret every experience along the 

lines of what I already know. Therefore, Hick 

argues, when it comes to experiencing God – 



a metaphysical being, we naturally interpret it 

according to our culturally determined 

expectations. Think of it as being like sunlight 

refracted through a glass of water: the reality 

of God is refracted through our human 

experience and we recognize in God what we 

have been conditioned to be familiar with.  

 

To the sceptic however, the fact that we 

apparently experience what we expect to see 

is explained in Freudian terms: religious 

experiences are nothing more than wishful 

thinking – our inner most desires projected 

onto false illusions that we take to be real.  

 

Another problem is raised concerning the 

place religious experiences have within 

religious traditions.  Since, according to Hick it 

is perfectly understandable to have religious 

experiences determined by religious tradition, 

what of the experiences which underpin 

religious tradition such as the experiences of 

Abraham, Saul and the Prophet Mohammad? 

Here we have the claim that religious 

experiences are not the product of religious 

belief at all, but the justification for it.  

 

The ‘vicious circle challenge’ leads us onto 

what is known as the ‘conflicting claims 

challenge’. Put quite simply, they cannot all be 

true. Where Hick, as an advocate of Religious 

pluralism is happy to accept claims of religious 

experiences from different religious traditions, 

the sceptic immediately points out the fact 

that since they cannot all be true, claims of 

religious experiences cancel each other out.  

 

Religious pluralism maintains that all religions 

are essentially ‘different paths up the same 

mountain’. They are different means by which 

humanity can have a relationship with God. 

However, the problem with pluralism is the 

truth claims within the religions. The Abramic 

religions, while mindful and largely respectful 

of each other, all propound religious 

exclusivism. To acknowledge the truth of 

another religion is, essentially to deny the 

central truth claims of your own. While many 

religious believers will agree that they can 

learn from other traditions, this is certainly 

not the same as awarding them an equal 

status. 

 

Therefore, in terms of religious experiences 

from different traditions, the ‘conflicting  

claims’ argument highlights the fact that either 

religious experiences show that all religions 

are valid, or none of them are.   Since for 

many, religious pluralism is an uncomfortable 

pill to swallow, it must surely sound the death 

knoll for the argument from religious 

experience? 

 

One of the most important contributions to 

modern debates about philosophy of religion 

comes from Anti-Realism. This moves away 

from objective claims about God and focuses 

on the subjective nature of religious belief. 

The Anti-Realist will maintain that there is no 

point in trying to demonstrate the objective 

reality of God – it is not significant to the 

meaning of faith. Instead, the most the Anti-

Realist can say about God and their 

experience of God is what it means to them. 

In this sense it could be noted that the Anti-

Realist’s understanding of their experience of 

God comes close to Hare’s views on ‘bliks’.   

 

According to anti-realism, an experience is 

meaningful to an individual if it corresponds 

to the way in which they perceive the world. 

If they are religious, they will find religious 

significance in the experience  

 

It is impossible for anyone outside of their 

particular form of life / system of belief to 

enter into meaningful dialogue about the 

objective nature of the experience, since they 

can have no grasp of what it means. 

 

It seems we have come full circle – from the 

start of this discussion I asserted the fact that 



any experience is essentially subjective. It is 

therefore futile to use subjective experiences 

to objectively prove the existence of God. The 

most we can say about the nature of religious 

experiences is that the impact they have on 

the life of the individual is what makes them 

real or genuine to them. 

 

 

 

Questions to think about: 

 Just how significant are conversion 

experiences to the religious experience 

argument? 

 

 What is the problem with religious 

pluralism – why would many believers 

be uncomfortable with it? 
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