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Chapter 6. 

Toward a Model of Religious Experiencing 

One of the issues where investigators' opinions differ is the episodic or life-span 

character of religious experience. Some authors emphasize the extraordinary, short-time, 

episodic nature of these experiences. This means that religious experience is something 

special and unexpected, happening during one's life journey. An example here is Hardy 

(1979, p. 29) who wrote the following about these experiences: "At certain times in their 

lives many people have had specific, deeply felt, transcendental experiences which have 

made them all aware of the presence of this power..." 

Followers of this perspective deal mainly with specific experiences separated from 

the rest of human experience. Analysis of these experiences may be focused on some 

concrete issue, such as the structure of religious experience (Girgensohn, 1921; Gruehn, 

1926), the essential core of experience (Otto, 1950), the similarities and generalizations 

about different experiences (Hay & Morisy, 1978), or a chemical ecstasy (Clark, 1969; 

Huxley, 1954). 

Other authors relate religious experiences to the larger psychological context. This 

means that religious experience is not studied as a separate phenomenon, but as a part of 

someone's life experience. One good example of this is Spilka, Brown and Cassidy's 

(1992) research report about the structure of religious mystical experience in relation to 

pre- and postexperience lifestyle. Their general summary was that "it is evident that 

reported mystical experiences, as theorized, relates to remembered pre-experience life 

circumstances and present perceptions of one's thinking and behavior". 

Hjalmar Sunden (1966, 1969) understood religious experience to be a process of 

learning in which there is a need for preparation, by getting to know the roles of man and 

8 An earlier version of this chapter has been accepted for publication. Lehtsaar, T. (in press). Toward the 
Model of Religious Experiencing. Studia Theologica Islandica. 
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God described in a religious narrative. To have a religious experience there must be some 

situational similarities between the actual life situation and the situation described in the 

narrative. The expectation and the interaction are needed to make an experience real and 

active. Once had, the religious experience may be repeated several times applying the 

same roles. 

Paul Pruyser (1976) and his criteria of pastoral diagnostics have impacted 

investigations of religious experiences from a life-long perspective. He described seven 

dimensions of Christian faith most closely related to daily living: awareness of the holy, 

acceptance of God's grace, being repentant and responsible, knowing God's leadership and 

direction, involvement in organized religion, experiencing fellowship, and a sense of 

vocation. Those dimensions having personal content will determine the portrait of one's 

religious life. Pruyser's categories were later used to make a religious diagnosis, assess 

religious maturity and describe optimal religious functioning (Malony, 1988, 1993). The 

main emphasis in all of these cases is to view religious experience from a life-long, rather 

than from an episodic perspective. 

James Fowler's (1981) faith development theory is another influential source for 

explaining religious experience as a life-long phenomenon. Fowler understood faith as a 

way of seeing and understanding oneself in relation to others against a background of 

shared meaning and purpose. Looking at it from his perspective, it is possible to interpret 

religious experience as giving religious meaning to life events. 

Although religious experiences can be studied as the episodic ones, it is evident 

that they are related to each other and to the rest of the life experience. Therefore the life 

span perspective is followed. The goal of this study is to create a model describing the 

course of religious experiences one has had during his or her lifetime. Such a model is an 

attempt to answer the research question: how are the religious experiences related to the 

rest of the life experience? Answering this question should explain the relationships 

between religious experiences and the psyche in life-span perspective. To do this, two 

assumptions are considered. 

First, we know about religious experiences mainly because they either have been 

verbalized or written down. This principle is valid for all kinds of religious experiences, 

including the "most mystical" ones. This research challenges the idea that religious 
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experience is never able to be put into words (James 1902, p. 371; Otto, 1950; Riley, 

1988, p. 10-11). As Katz (1992, p.4) asserts: "No one has any privileged access here to the 

original mystic's experience outside its textual incorporation." Despite the fact that 

religious experience may be, and usually is, difficult to put into words, the way in which it 

is explained and known to others is through language. 

The question may arise whether or not there are still religious experiences which 

cannot be or have not been verbalized. Perhaps there are, but we know very little or 

nothing about those experiences, so it is impossible to investigate, analyze or interpret 

them. This does not exclude the possibility of private, intimate experiences remaining 

known only to the person who had them. However, even the statement "I felt something 

with my God I cannot explain" is a verbalization indicating that one has had a religious 

experience. For the purposes of this research, only verbalized (autobiographical), explicit 

religious experiences will be investigated. 

Secondly it is assumed that autobiographical descriptions of religious experiences 

are valid and trustworthy. The authenticity of the religious experiences presented in the 

autobiographies are not questioned. In a positive sense, autobiographical religious 

experiences can serve as sources for investigation for several reasons. First, the 

autobiographies are usually not specifically "religious stories". If someone is describing 

his own religious experience along with other autobiographical episodes from his life, he 

tends to emphasize the importance of such experiences. In other words, using religious 

experiences presented in autobiographies means to use the important cases from 

someone's life. Second, autobiographical religious experiences are valid because many of 

the readers know the author and can decide about the validity of the cases presented. 

Social control increases the trustworthiness of the experiences. Third, there is no reason to 

assume that the religious experiences presented in the autobiographies have been altered, 

are artificial or untrue. Fourth, autobiographical religious experiences are presented within 

the context of one's general life experience. 

Based on these assumptions, the study may begin. The method used will be 

described, the analysis of particular autobiographical religious experiences and their 

relatedness to the life experience will be described, a model of religious experiencing will 

be introduced, and the results of the study will be discussed. 
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Method 

A method of qualitative study of autobiographies was used. The method used had 

an inductive character, which means that based on the particular religious experiences of 

concrete persons, the generalizations for religious experiences as such were made. The 

procedure went through following steps: 

Selecting the autobiographies to be analyzed. 

Defining the category of analysis. 

Identifying religious experiences in autobiographies. 

Finding the ways religious experiences are related to the life experience. 

Developing a model of religious experiencing. 

Selecting the autobiographies to be analyzed 

In selecting autobiographies two questions had to be answered. Is it possible to 

make generalizations about religious experience as such based on a relatively small 

number of autobiographies? Second, how should the autobiographies be selected? As a 

response to the first question the universality of human experience was assumed. It means 

that if it is possible to identify something in someone's experience, a similar thing may (at 

least theoretically) happen in everyone's experience. Answering to the second question the 

selection of autobiographies stemmed from an attempt to find people who had an essential 

impact on Western (Christian) thought and/or spirituality. Using autobiographies of well-

known people having had intense religious experiences supplied the research with very 

vivid material (James, 1902). 

The autobiographies of the following persons were used: Karl Barth (1966), Anton 

Boisen (1960), Charles Darwin (E. Darwin, 1959), Charles Finney (1977), Harry E. 

Fosdick (1956), Karl Girgensohn (1926), E. Stanley Jones (1968), William D. Murray 

(1929), Wayne E. Oates (1983), Oral Roberts (1972), Albert Schweitzer (1933), Charles 

H. Spurgeon (1946) and Hudson J. Taylor (1976). 
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Defining the category of analysis 

The category for analysis was religious experience, defined as any kind of life episode in 

which divine/God's presence was experienced and/or understood. This definition was 

chosen for two reasons: 1) The category of divine presence has been an essential 

characteristic of definitions of religious experience since the legacy of William James. It is 

universal to several theories of religious experience. 2) This category is able to be used as 

a "key" for identifying the religious experiences in someone's autobiography. 

Use of the category presented means that if it is possible to identify life episodes in 

which a divine presence has been verbalized under the categories of feeling or knowing, 

then these situations can be used as sources for further analysis. Both emotional and 

rational explanations for the divine/God's presence were accepted as criteria for a religious 

experience. Statements, for example, such as "I had a sweet sense of God's hand directing 

my life" and "I know that this was God who protected me" are both considered to be 

indicators of a religious experience. So after having defined the category of analysis it was 

possible to start working with the autobiographies. 

Identifying the religious experiences in autobiographies 

The reading and analysis of autobiographies was done by this author. Every 

autobiography was read carefully and expressions of describing the feeling or 

understanding of God's presence were marked. Then the marked expressions were 

analyzed more in detail and the whole life episode, in the frame of which the divine 

presence was mentioned, was identified. A list of religious experiences with their short 

descriptions was made. 

A total of 121 religious experiences were identified in the thirteen autobiographies. 

In two autobiographies (Girgensohn and Darwin) only one religious experience was found. 

The largest number of religious experiences (twenty three) were found in Stanley Jones's 

autobiography. It must be said that the number of religious experiences identified in every 

autobiography does not show how many religious experiences the person really had. 

Probably no one of the authors presented all the religious experiences he had during the 
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lifetime in his autobiography. The intent of this article is not to analyze one particular 

author in detail, but to create a general theoretical model. For this purpose the material 

collected and analyzed is a substantial source. 

Finding the ways religious experiences are related to the life experience 

From this stage of research the actual answering to the study question begins. For 

this purpose all 121 religious experiences identified in different autobiographies were 

taken into focus. The discovery of relationships between religious experiences and 

between the rest of the life experience went through following steps. 

1. Every religious experience identified was read carefully once again. In each case it was 

marked as to whether this religious experience related to the person's past present or 

future. Each religious experience as a whole was considered. The life episode when the 

divine presence was experienced or understood, was labeled into at least one of the three 

categories. First, past related experiences - the prehistory of how a person comes to the 

feeling of divine presence is described. Second, present related experiences - the religious 

experience is described limited to a concrete situation without references to the past or 

future. Third, future related experiences - the ways that a religious experience influences 

the future are described. 

As a result of this procedure, 70 past related experiences, 24 present related 

experiences and 34 future related experiences were identified. The sum of these numbers, 

128 comes from the fact that in seven cases the experiences analyzed could be identified 

as past as well future related. Both were explicitly described, the prehistory of a religious 

experience and the impact of this experience on the future life. 

2. After having identified the religious experiences as past-, present- or future related, the 

question was asked: "What kind of relationship exists between the religious experience 

and the rest of the life experience from the perspective of three different times?" In 

answering this question, it was attempted to describe more concrete, how a religious 

experience is related to the life experience regarding the three time perspectives. The 
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religious experiences were read again and seven categories (ways) of relatedness were 

identified: four with past, one with present and two with future. Every category described 

a mode, how a religious experience can be related to the life experience in past, present or 

future. 

3. Every religious experience was then placed into one of these seven categories. During 

this process the definitions of categories were elaborated, and the list of experiences 

belonging to each category was created. Following is a presentation of the definitions of 

categories, number of experiences in them, short description of each category and 

autobiographical examples. 

Relationships with personal past 

1. Learning - the period of time and/or certain events which caused one to learn something 

religious9 (9 cases). 

In religious experiences belonging to this category, a life period is described as a 

learning process. Several life events are described as "tools" or aids of learning. What a 

person has learned is explicitly mentioned. For example it can be a new knowledge, 

understanding of God's will, a principle of life or a deeper understanding of a doctrine. 

Some examples may illustrate this category. Karl Barth (1966, p. 43) describes his 

coming to a new understanding of Christian doctrine in following way "... in these years I 

had to learn that Christian doctrine, if it is to merit its name and if it is to build up the 

christian church in the world as she must need be built up, has to be exclusively and 

conclusively the doctrine of Jesus Christ - of Jesus Christ as the living word of God 

spoken to us men." Finney (1977, p. 72) describes the development of his style of 

preaching "... I was confirmed that God had led me, had taught me, and had given me right 

conceptions in regard to the best manner of winning souls." 

2. Retrospective - the certain period of life is interpreted and experienced in relationship 

with God (9 cases). 

1 By all the categories the word "religious" means something what is in any ways related to God/divine. 
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To this category belong the life retrospection, when some certain life period or 

even the life as a whole is experienced as God's work, something in God's hands, God's 

way of working or God's miracle. Looking back on one's life and experienc

ing/understanding it as a journey with God was the case in nine autobiographies out of 

thirteen analyzed. 

One example, concerning a certain period of time, is Barths (1966, p. 60) 

retrospection of a period of hard work in his life. "Today I myself am astonished that it 

was possible for me to carry on this work ... And I have reason to be thankful that it could 

be so ... I experience the most important of the "changes" that have taken place in me in 

these years". The other concerns the life as a whole. Schweitzer (1933, p. 282) writes: 

"But I have had blessings too: that I am allowed to work in the service of mercy... That 

circumstances of my life provide in such varied ways favorable conditions for my work, I 

accept as something of which I would fain prove myself worthy". 

3. Illumination - through intellectual struggles a new religious understanding is achieved 

(19 cases). 

In this type of experience a mainly intellectual or rational concern is described. As 

a result of this sometimes long-lasting struggle, a new concrete understanding is described. 

The new understanding may concern a doctrine, life principle or a general understanding 

of religious issues. 

Fosdick's (1956, p. 268-269) struggle with the essence of Christianity may serve as 

an example here. "For me the essence of Christianity is incarnate in the personality of the 

Master, and it means basic faith in God,... and in the fundamental principles of life's 

conduct which Jesus of Nazareth exhibited." The other example is Roberts' (1972, p. 39) 

statement 

after studying the role of Jesus in the Gospels and Acts: "It became clear to me that there 

was a great difference between being a Christian and being a follower of Jesus..." 

4. Solution - through emotional tension/conflict a religious solution is achieved (33 cases). 

In this type of religious experience the emotional and/or interpersonal tension or 

conflict is described. The struggle may concern everyday problems, religious issues, 
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interpersonal conflicts and emotional problems. Essential to this category is that the "inner 

burning" is described in emotional categories. The solution may be described in 

emotional, rational or in behavioral terms. It should be mentioned that in cases analyzed 

this category was presented in the majority of the autobiographical cases. 

Among several examples two could be mentioned. Boisen (1960, p. 46-47) 

describes his religious struggling as follows: "The tension reached the breaking point on 

Easter morning of 1898... I came back to my room and threw myself on my knees with an 

agonized call for help. And help came! Something seemed to say me almost in words, 

"Don't be afraid to tell"..." Another example is Taylor (1976, p. 41-42). He was concerned 

about his health and future plans. "... I lay very exhausted on the sofa, I just told the Lord 

all about it... The assurance was brought vividly home to me that whatever I asked of God 

in the name of Christ would be done..." 

Relationship with the present 

1. Situational experiences- person feels or understands divine presence in relation to a 

particular situation without reference to the past or future (24 cases). 

In these cases an ordinary life situation is described, including circumstances of 

when, where and how it happened. Also the role of God or feeling of divine presence is 

explained. Descriptions of such experiences are like episodes or examples in 

autobiographies. It does not mean that they do not have pre- and posthistory, but analyzing 

the text there was no explicit evidence ofthat. 

Two examples could be described here. Jones (1968, pp. 75-76) describes 

travelling on the boat to his mission field. "I was having my hour of evening prayer in my 

cabin... My inner voice preemtorily said to me: "Get up quickly and go to the deck." ... I 

obeyed, and just as I got on deck, I saw my trunk go over the side of the vessel into a 

lighter as the baggage of another Jones. I rescued it, went back to my prayers, and said: 

"Father, you are not only sending me to India: You are looking after the baggage as well." 

One other example could be Fosdick's (1956, p. 43) story about looking at a painting. "I 

still remember that awestruck hour when Munkacsy's painting, "Christ before Pilate," was 





82 

exhibited in Buffalo and my father and I went to see it. Something indescribable and 

unforgettable happened inside of me that day." 

Relationship with the future 

1. Attitude change - new attitude or understanding of the world or self with a reference to 

the future (19 cases). 

In these cases a new attitude toward the self or the world is achieved. The 

perspective changes. The impact of the experience to the future may concern some 

particular area of life (i.e. family, studies, relationships with friends) or the life as a whole. 

In the last case the full future is described in a new perspective (i.e. God's call). 

An example of this kind of experience is Jones's (1968, p. 37) description how 

God brought him "... into the freedom of being myself and not an absurd copy of Robert J. 

Bateman ... It fixed the pattern for the future: I would glance at men and gaze at Jesus". 

The other example could be Roberts, (1972, p. 32) who describes his attitude change and 

becoming aware of Jesus: "Then one day something happened that changed my attitude. 

My sister, Jewell, who lived seventeen miles away had an urge to come to our house. She 

came into my bedroom and looked down and said, 'Oral, God is going to heal you'." 

2. Action - a concrete plan or action initiated by a religious experience is described (15 

cases). 

In such experiences a concrete plan or vision for the future is discovered. In some 

cases the realization of this plan is described as well. It means that sometimes people act in 

a very certain way because of the ideas, impulses, illuminations or assurances they 

"receive" during a religious experience. 

Stanley Jones, who is known as a missionary to India, describes how he became 

aware of his destination (Jones, 1968, p. 73): "I thought I was to go to Africa... Dear 

Father... Tell me and I'll obey. What is it? Very clearly the voice spoke: 'It is India'." In 

other cases more concrete issues are considered like Oates' (1983, p. 38) distinct 

knowledge about his next life step. "One Sunday evening during the early winter I slipped 

into a Methodist church service and prayed quietly during the worship service and prayed 
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quietly during a worship service as to the direction of my life. This distinct impression and 

sense of resolve came to me that I should return to my home in Greenville and finish high 

school with my class." 

The analysis of autobiographical religious experiences shows that they can be 

related to one's past, present and future. Past related religious experiences may appear as 

learning from what happened in previous times, understanding or feeling that life has been 

in God's hands, religious illumination after intellectual struggles or religious solution after 

emotional tension. Present related experiences describe particular life episodes when 

divine presence was felt or understood. Religious experiences may also change one's 

attitudes or actions in the future. This all shows how religious experience is related to the 

rest of life experience. 

Developing a model of religious experiencing 

After having identified the relationships of religious experiences with the rest of 

the life experience, it is possible to develop a more general model describing the role of 

religious experiences in the framework of someone's life. This is an attempt to bring 

together the various relationships between religious experiences and the rest of the life 

experience in a more integrated model. The analysis done so far was dealing with religious 

experiences and their relationships across the autobiographies. In this part of the research 

it is attempted, based on the previous parts of the research, to describe how one's religious 

experiences function in a life-span perspective. Considering the interrelated and ongoing 

character of religious experiences the term religious experiencing can be used, referring to 

the cumulative process making up the course of religious experiences over one's lifetime. 

Religious experience has been understood in this research as a part of life 

experience. In other words, some parts of life experience are religious because in relation 

with them the divine presence is felt or understood. In such cases it can be said that divine 

presence concerns some part of life experience making it religious. This influence on life 

experience may happen as learning, retrospection, illumination, solution, situational 

experience, attitude change and/or acting. Theoretically the feeling or understanding of 

divine presence can influence any part of one's life experience. In the religious experiences 
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analyzed several parts were identifiable: former religious experience, suffering because of 

life difficulties, trying to understand theological ideas, illuminations, intellectual 

considerations, feelings, enjoying the architecture and so on. It is possible to call this 

aspect of life experience the "content" of a religious experience. In other words, content is 

a religiously experienced part of life experience. It should be stressed here that content 

may or may not be specificly religious. In a particular case the divine presence may 

concern religious issues (knowing God's will, understanding the Bible) as well the "very 

everyday" things like visiting an exhibition or eating around table at home. 

Generalizing from the autobiographical examples, it is possible to state that 

content can be identified as an intrapsychic process or phenomenon like experiences, 

ideas, motives, concepts, memories, cognition, metacognitions, perceptions and 

illuminations. The variety of religious experiences is determined by the variety of the 

intrapsychic world. 

For developing a model of religious experiencing, the psychic content of religious 

experiences was considered. The parts of life experience concerned by divine presence can 

be described as psychic process or phenomena. Therefore the way religious experiences 

are related to each other and to the rest of the life experience is described in context of the 

whole psyche. In designing a model, some new terms were taken into use. The definitions 

of terms used in the model will be given below, and following that, a model will be 

introduced. The terms used are as follows: 

Psyche - possible domain for the content of a religious experience. 

Particularity-Integrity - modality of integration of psyche ranging from one particular 

phenomenon to the integration of the entire realm. 

Self - the most integrated level of psyche. 

Boundary - the maximum level of integration of the psyche that the content of a religious 

experience has reached. 

Print - the part of the psyche containing all of the religious experiences which one has 

had. 
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Split - the part of the psyche between the boundary and the self. Split is the religious 

vacuum between the deepest religious experience and the most integrated part of the 

psyche. 

It is possible to explain the relationships of these categories through the use of a 

visual illustration, which will serve as the basis for further explanations. 

Figure 1. Components of Religious experiencing 

Particularity 

Psyche 

Contents of / — Y ~ Print 

Religious 

Experiences / ^ C J ^ ) \ Boundary 

Split 

Integrity Self 

Psyche is treated as the subjective side of life experience. One important 

characteristic of psyche is its composition. The human psyche can be described as a 

continuum of different levels of integration ranging from one concrete intrapsychic 

phenomenon to a total integration of the entire realm. In the above figure, the arrow 

represents the direction of integration in the psyche. At one end of the continuum might be 

a single phenomenon, such as an idea, an emotion, a perception, a memory, or a cognition. 

At the other end would be the self, as the integration of the whole psyche. To experience 

the self means to experience the whole being, who one is in the deepest sense of the word. 
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The psyche itself is religiously neutral. If something in the psyche becomes content 

for a religious experience, it can be called the religiously experienced part of psyche. It 

could be said, metaphorically, that religious experience is either "deep" or "superficial". 

Being "deep" means that the divine presence concerns the more integrated parts of the 

psyche. Being "superficial" means that the religious experience concerns the less 

integrated parts of the psyche. Figure One depicts the content of two different religious 

experiences. It can be seen that experience A reaches the more integrated parts of the 

psyche than experience B does. It means that experience A is deeper than B. The deepest 

religious experience one has had is important in many ways. This leads to the next 

category. 

Boundary is defined as the maximum level of integration of the psyche, that the 

content of a religious experience has reached. In Figure one, such a case is depicted, with 

experience A constituting the boundary. Experiences which form the boundaries will be 

called "boundary experiences." The boundary can also reach the self. Cases in which the 

boundary reaches the self will be discussed in more detail later. In order to better 

understand the boundary category, different autobiographical cases will be analyzed. 

A problem arises at this point, because the boundary is not usually something 

which has been explicitly verbalized. It is a theoretical construct of the model symbolizing 

the interpretative function of a religious experience. Both the past and future can be 

interpreted through a religious experience. Looking at the relationships with past (learning, 

retrospective, illumination and solution), it is possible to notice that there is a certain level 

of integration of psyche, a "deepness" the religious experience has reached. In a few of 

autobiographical cases, certain explicit sayings could possibly be comprehended as 

boundaries. For example, the boundary may be explained as something which the 

individual has learned from the religious experiences. In such cases the boundary 

experience can be identified as a cumulative result of different (religious) experiences. 

Hudson Taylor (1976, p. 27) illustrates this when summarizing his experiences: "If we are 

faithful to God in little things, we shall gain experience and strength that will be helpful to 

us in the more serious trials of life". This statement is based on previous religious 

experiences. In addition, boundary may be explained as a personal conviction. Karl Barth 
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(1966, p. 43), for example, describes his discovery of the central role of the doctrine of 

Jesus Christ "as the living Word of God spoken to us men". 

Similar interpretative function is valid concerning the relationship with the future 

as well. If changed attitudes or plans for acting were analyzed, it is possible to notice the 

different levels of integration of the psyche. "Boundary experience" may concern 

something simple and very practical but it may concern the whole future life as well. One 

possibility to understand the function of boundary for the future is to analyze conversion 

experiences in which the self has been the content of the experience. Spurgeon (1946, p. 

38), for example, summarizes his conversion: "In my conversion, the very point lay in 

making the discovery that I had nothing to do but look to Christ, and I should be saved." In 

later struggles with life and religion, he finds a solution in Christ-centeredness. In different 

times and in different situations, his conversion experience served as a kind of basic or 

initial symbol. 

The interpretative function of a boundary can be understood as giving meaning as 

well. Every religious experience which follows it will be experienced and described in 

accordance with, and in relation to, this boundary experience. Taylor's statement about 

learning and Barth's experience of knowing the "living word" served as interpretative 

forces for their other experiences. This means that the form of boundaries such as personal 

conviction or the experiencing of truth will provide meaning for other more superficial 

experiences. The interpretative characteristic of a boundary, as providing the context for 

further experiences, leads to the next category. 

Print is the less integrated area of the psyche compared with the boundary. The 

print has two characteristics: "density" and "embrace". Density designates how many 

religious experiences one has had. Low density means there are relatively few religious 

experiences, or possibly only one, in the print. A high density print contains many 

religious experiences. Embrace refers to the size of the print. In the case of a narrow print, 

the deepest religious experience is still only superficial, having little integrated content. In 

the case of a wide print, the deepest content is close to, or identical with, the self. 

A comparison of four different types of print can be made by examining the two 

characteristics, density and embrace, and their subtypes of low to high and narrow to wide. 

In doing this, it must be said that the examples presented cannot serve as final conclusions 
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about the religiosity of the persons analyzed. The following types can be used when 

referring to a person's print at a specified time. 

1. Low density and wide embrace. In this case the person may have had one or just a 

few very deep, religious experiences, but no further experiences followed. An example 

here might be Charles Darwin who said that his religious sentiment had never been 

strongly developed (1959, p. 281). However, at the same time, Darwin shares a mystical 

experience which he had while standing in the midst of the grandeur of a Brazilian forest. 

"It is not possible to give an adequate idea of the higher feelings of wonder, admiration, 

and devotion, which fill and elevate the mind" (p. 281). For Darwin, this experience 

served as a temporary argument for the existence of an intelligent God (attitude change). 

Not having other influential religious experiences, his belief in God later disappeared. 

2. Low density and narrow embrace. Here, only one or just a few superficial religious 

experiences are present. Usually in these cases, the religious experiences concern areas of 

the human psyche which are relatively less integrated, such as specific intellectual 

knowledge, emotional excitement, or a customary way of thinking. Charles Finney (1977, 

p. 8), for example, described (retrospection) his early years in the following way: "I had 

been brought up mostly in the woods. I had very little regard for the Lord's Day, and had 

no definite knowledge of religious truths". As Finney's case demonstrates, this kind of 

print must not be, and will not be, something final. Further religious experiencing may 

change it completely. 

3. High density and wide embrace. Someone with these print characteristics has had 

many religious experiences in which the self has been the content. In addition, numerous 

other religious experiences concerning less integrated parts of their psyche will also be 

identifiable. The print will be covered with interrelated, but different religious experiences. 

This is the situation when it appears that almost everything in an individual's psyche is, or 

has been, content for a religious experience. This simply means that the individual is a 

deeply religious person. In such cases it is difficult to distinguish any special religious 

experiences because the person's whole life is (like) a religious experience. E. Stanley 

Jones, for example, says (retrospection): "I know much better how to live at eighty-three 

than I did at twenty-three. Life has caught its rhythm, its harmony, its song, its way to live! 
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It's fun to be eighty-three and a Christian, and it's getting funnier all the time!" (1968, p. 

366). 

4. High density and narrow embrace. In these cases, many similar and superficial 

religious experiences are present. In the autobiographical material which was analyzed no 

print of this type was available. It is possible, however, to speculate that such a print might 

be typical for intense religious routine. In such traditions, certain kinds of religious 

experiences are intensely desired and practiced. But in these cases the self has very little to 

do with the experiences. 

The print is like a portrait of one's religiosity. It must be said here that print is a 

theoretical construct only. The number and depth of religious experiences one has had, 

provides important information about a person's religiosity. Relating this data to other 

autobiographical material like life events, certain periods in life, circumstances by which 

one had religious experiences, impact of religious domain on whole life - this all explains 

the life-span perspective of religious experiencing. Among all of the varieties of prints that 

people have, the widest possible one deserves special attention. The widest possible print 

reaches the self. A closer look at self will explain these relationships. 

Self was defined as the most integrated part of the psyche. The self is the totality of 

the personality, the integration of all of the psyche, but it is never fully comprehended. The 

attempt to reach, achieve and comprehend the self is continuous. It involves a reaching for 

identity and a struggle for totality of being. Self is the most essential answer to the 

question "Who am I". 

The self develops together with the developing life experience. Experiencing the 

self is an ongoing process because the self is a constantly changing and developing 

phenomenon. Self develops because of two types of reasons. First, self develops because 

of internal reasons. These are the reasons related to integration of memories, subconscious 

processes, deepest and most hidden areas of the human soul. Attempting to understand 

who one really is, is a permanent challenge to the self. Second, self develops because of 

external reasons. These are the reasons related to the integration of new knowledge, new 

roles, new life situations and relationships. Self has to integrate all the challenges of life 

within and around a person. Because of continual development the self is never fixed or 

completed. 
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The self, as with all of the other parts of the psyche, is religiously neutral. Self may 

become the content of a religious experience. In these cases there will be a religious 

answer to the question "Who am I". A religiously experienced self is a guideline for 

further religious experiences. A religiously experienced self becomes a leading force of 

integrating the total psyche into a religious whole. 

Based on the autobiographical cases that were analyzed, it is possible to identify 

four different means by which the whole being or life experience can become the content 

for a religious experience. The first belongs to the past related experiences and means a 

religious retrospection of a life as a whole. The other three can be found by both past and 

future related religious experiences and can be identified as conversion, God's call and 

dedication. A distinct criteria for such kinds of experiences is that they are described and 

are interpreted in terms of being. Other experiences, with less integrated content, are 

explained in terms of having. The difference among the four types of self concerning 

religious experiences is in their focus. They describe essentially the same phenomenon -

the whole being becoming the content of religious experience. 

Several of the autobiographies ended with religious life retrospection. In these 

cases, the authors viewed the entire journey and content of their lives as a continuous 

religious experience. One example of this is Karl Girgensohn's reflection on a full life. 

Girgensohn has been following "...the example of the great, good and understanding 

Master Who helped [him] to become [himself] through all the storms of years of 

becoming" (1926, p. 35). In this example, Girgensohn saw that in all of his life 

experiences he had been helped by God. This could be reworded as, "I am who I am 

because God helped and carried me through all of my life." 

In many of the autobiographies, the authors described and then analyzed their vivid 

conversion experiences. These experiences were explained in terms of finding a new 

religious self. It often took a long period of struggle before they found their way out of the 

inner tension, confusion and anger. This struggle, in the lives of Charles Spurgeon, Stanley 

Jones and Hudson Taylor could be summed up, for each, with this sentence: "I was a 

sinner, now I am saved through Jesus Christ my Lord". This experience gives a new 

meaning to the "I". 
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The experience of God's call may serve as a turning point in some people's lives. In 

these kinds of experiences a new vision, relative to their personal future and sense of 

dedication, is found. Albert Schweitzer, for example, was already a professor of theology 

and a well-known organist when he received his call in 1896. By his own description, it 

was a brilliant morning with birds singing outside when he found, after much searching, a 

personal meaning for Jesus' saying, "Whosoever would save his life shall lose it, and 

whosoever shall lose his life for my sake and the Gospels shall save it". While confessing 

his inward happiness, Schweitzer adds: "What would be the character of the activities thus 

planned for the future was not yet clear to me... One thing only was certain, that it must be 

directly human service, however inconspicuous the sphere of it" (1933, p. 103). 

Schweitzer's experience of God's call gave a completely new direction to his life. 

Dedication is an experience presented in many cases in different autobiographies. 

These are the experiences of saying "yes" again to God. Usually the form or situation of 

having these experiences is prayer. One comes to God as he/she is and affirms the 

belonging to God. The will to serve Him in a more dedicated way, expresses the desire to 

know and fulfill God's will in everything. This is a proclaim of trust, obedience and will 

leading to deeper dedication. In many cases such experiences may happen daily. In Stanley 

Jones' case, for example, it seems that all his life was a dedication experience. In some 

other cases it might still be a vivid life episode, usually having a remarkable impact on the 

personal future. One such experiences is described by Finney (1977, p. 198) "My prayers 

were swallowed up in that, and I often found myself smiling, as it were, in the face of God, 

and saying that I did not want anything. I was very sure that he would accomplish all his 

wise and good pleasure, and with that my soul was entirely satisfied." This experience 

changed the quality of Finney's sermons. Most of dedication experiences grow out from 

the past, but are related to the future. Dedication may have a direct impact on attitudes, 

behavior and relationships. 

In these four types of autobiographical material - religious-life retrospection, 

conversion, call and dedication, the self is the content for the religious experience. But not 

in every case does a religious experience reach the self. What also happens is that, the self 

develops, and to some extent it is possible to talk about the "new" self. This leads to the 

next category. 
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Split is the area of the psyche between the boundary and the self. It is possible that 

a person's self has not been religiously experienced. For this person, the deepest religious 

experience which he/she has had is still more superficial than the self. The split may 

appear for two reasons. First, the boundary experience which one has had has not reached 

the self. Second, the self has been developing because of either internal or external 

reasons. The split, as with all other components of religious experiencing, is not fixed or 

completed. The split is challenged by both, by the self and by the boundary. Changes in 

either of these will cause changes in the split as well. Comparing split with the relations 

identified in previous parts of the study, it can be said that experiencing and overcoming 

the split belong mainly with two relationships with past: illumination and solution. In the 

first case the split is experienced as an intellectual dissatisfaction, and in the second case it 

subjectively felt as a personal, emotional or interpersonal problem. In both cases the 

essence of a tension could be religious as well as an "everyday" religiously neutral issue. 

In most of the autobiographical cases, split was noticeable because of the 

development of the self. Stanley Jones (1968, p. 41), may serve as an example here, in his 

discussion of the expansion of his own conversion experience. "I had what I wanted and I 

wanted more. I saw that conversion was a once-and-for-all and yet an expanding 

experience to be applied to larger and larger areas of life." For Stanley Jones this 

experience was a new beginning of a religious journey. Despite feelings of completeness 

and fulfillment at the point of conversion, a noticeable split developed later. Jones called it 

the "unsatisfaction for more". "Larger and larger areas of life" could be interpreted as a 

developed self. After the conversion experience, when the self (whole being) was 

dedicated to God, there would be another time when a new dedication, a "welling up", was 

again necessary. 

One example of overcoming the split may be Wayne Oates' story of his struggle 

with poverty. Being a poor man it was hard for him to give a solution to the several very 

practical problems related to poverty. "I felt that I had been delivered... Education became 

my God-given path to freedom. God does not intend that human intelligence be snuffed 

out by hunger, grinding poverty, and a squalid lack of care and discipline" (Oates, 1983, p. 

25). Oates had several religious experiences but none of them had reached his self. The 

feeling of being delivered showed him a way out. This time the split was overcome. 
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The split, then, has a ambivalent character. It may explain the inner conflict and 

disharmony between the self and the religious experiences. But the split also may explain 

the possibility for growth and development as well. Because of the development of the 

self, the split appears again and again. Overcoming the split is part of one's religious 

journey. 

Summary 

Religious experiencing has been defined in this article as the cumulative process 

making up the course of religious experiences over one's lifetime. The model of religious 

experiencing introduced tries to describe the relationships between religious experiences 

and with the rest of the life experience. It is based on the autobiographical religious 

experiences and on their relationships with persons' past present and future. What can be 

derived from the model is that religious experiencing depends mainly on two factors: 1) 

the number of religious experiences one has had, and from that, 2) how deeply these 

experiences reach the human psyche. 

The model of religious experiencing describes the role of religion in one's life. 

Analysis of the religious experiencing shows that most of religious experiences are not 

extraordinary, special and isolated events. The content of many religious experiences is 

very much "everyday life related", which means that in many cases, God's presence is 

experienced in relation to everyday problems and regular life events. 

Religious experiencing is a cumulative process. Many religious experiences are 

caused by previous religious experiences. Many religious experiences become initiative 

and interpretative forces for other experiences. Many religious experiences are interrelated 

with each other. 

Religious experiencing is an ongoing process. Religious experiencing never can be 

completed because the human self is a dynamic, constantly developing phenomenon. Jung 

(1935, pp. 173, 174) calls the lifelong process of trying to comprehend, achieve and reach 

the self, "individuation". Religious experiencing can follow or concur with the 

individuation. 
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The model of religious experiencing provides an opportunity for interpreting 

religious development. According to the model, religious development can be understood 

as the increase in number of religious experiences or having more deep, self reaching 

religious experiences. Religious development has both quantitative and qualitative 

dimensions. 

An attempt to describe the process of religious experiencing as a cumulative, life-

lasting, development-related, life-influencing process was an answer to the study question 

about relationships between religious experiences and life experience in general. However, 

the study and the model both deserve a critical evaluation. 

Discussion 

In discussing the model of religious experiencing as the main result of the study, 

three critical matters should be stressed. These are the reliability of the method, number of 

autobiographies analyzed and religiosity of the people analyzed. 

For all the autobiographical studies the reliability of method has been a concern 

(Allport, 1942). All the religious experiences were identified, analyzed and put into 

categories by this author. From one side this makes the study subjective. From the other 

side the procedure and findings were presented step by step. Qualitative method cannot 

fully avoid subjectivity. The criteria for evaluating of the whole study could be the validity 

and explanatory power of the model presented. 

The second concern is related to the number of autobiographies analyzed. Are 

thirteen autobiographies too few or too many? Is it possible to make relatively large 

generalizations based on this number of autobiographies? Based on the assumption of the 

universality of human experience, such a model can (at least hypothetically) be worked out 

based on one autobiography only. On the other hand thirteen autobiographies cannot 

describe all possible varieties of (Christian) religious experiences. If the number of 

autobiographies analyzed were larger, perhaps some of the categories of relationships 

between religious experiences and the life experience would be different. For example, 

learning and illumination were the main categories in Barths case. Boisen served as the 

main source for the category of solution. Jones' autobiography was full of future related 
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religious experiences. At the same time it can be assumed that categories presented in the 

model are universal enough to incorporate other possible autobiographical examples as 

well. 

The third concern is about the religiosity of people analyzed. The autobiographies 

reflected mostly very dedicated, conservative evangelical Christians' life journeys. It has 

been very valuable and useful material, but what may and probably would happen if 

additional autobiographies were analyzed, is that the list of subcategories would be 

different. For example, adding Roman Catholics may give a different perspective. Based 

on the autobiographies analyzed it was possible to identify four types of experiences when 

self has been the content of religious experience. These were religious life retrospection, 

conversion, call and dedication. It is possible that some postmodernist Christian 

autobiography would add or even alter some of these terms. For example, the emotional, 

short time, life changing conversion experiences have been replaced by more 

developmental type, long time, and intellectual processes. It is possible to distinguish 

between sudden conversion belonging to classic paradigm and gradual conversion 

belonging to contemporary paradigm (Hood, Spilka, Hunsberger & Gorsuch, 1996, pp. 

282-284). The model of religious experiencing does not claim universal validity. It does 

not cover different religions, or even different spiritualities inside one religious tradition. 

The applicability of the model for describing different religious traditions and spiritualities 

needs to be tested in further researches. 

Based on the cases analyzed one question which still remains open is how to 

estimate the depth of a religious experience. It is obvious that different religious 

experiences concern different levels of integration of human psyche. In the current study it 

has been possible to deal in detail with only the deepest religious experiences. Finding out 

the possible steps of deepness requires further investigation. 

One possibility to answer this question and to elaborate on the model presented 

would be the use of interviews. A structured interview should be quite effective for finding 

out very specific material describing the process of religious experiencing. The other 

possibility would be to work out a scale to determine empirically the deepness of 

particular religious experiences. Constructing this kind of interview and/or scale would be 

one possible aim for further studies. 
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The model of religious experiencing has been the main answer to the question of 

how religious experiences are related to the rest of the life experience. It can be said that 

the main purpose of this article has been achieved. Based on a relatively small number of 

sources, and being qualitative in nature, this model needs further development and testing 

with other methods of research. However, if the model presented here gives some new 

insight into the life-long character of religion, the article has fulfilled its purpose. 
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