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fifth ‘proof’ of 
the existence of 
God is the argu-

ment from personal ex-
perience. It asserts that it 
is only possible to expe-
rience that which exists, 
and therefore the phe-
nomenon of religious 
experience demonstrates 
the existence of God. In 
short, if people experi-
ence God, then there 
must be a God.  

In The Existence of God 
(1979) Richard Swinburne asserts 
two principles in support of this 
argument. First, he refers to the 
principle of credulity, which states 
that: “How things seem to be is 
good grounds for a belief about 
how things are”. For the most part, 
we should assume that things are 
the way that they appear to be.  

Second, there is the principle of tes-
timony, which states that, for the 
most part, we should not doubt 
what people report about their ex-
perience, provided there are no spe-
cial considerations such as being 
drunk or affected by drugs. If it 
looks like a duck, swims like a duck 
and quacks like a duck, then it 
probably is a duck. 

The argument goes something like 
this: 

1. If an entity is experienced, then 
it  must exist. 

2.  God is the sort of being that it is   
     possible to experience directly. 
3. People claim to have experienced 

God directly. 
4. Therefore God exists. 

A number of objections arise here. 
First, if religious experiences exist, 
what criteria are there for distin-
guishing the genuine ones from the 
illusions? To claim that an experi-
ence indicates an objective fact, 

there must exist objective and ratio-
nal methods of demonstration. Oth-
erwise we would have to grant the 
existence of every god that various 
people have felt to exist, including 
rain gods, tree gods and war gods. 
Swinburne’s principles are too trust-
ing of the stories people tell. To re-
port, for example, that we have 
‘seen God’ arguably involves imagi-
nation rather than perception, so 
that the object of the experience is 
not something that exists objectively 
in the world but rather is something 
that exists subjectively in the mind 
of the person having the experience. 
  
People often misunderstand the 
state of their own minds and the 
cause of their feelings and emotions. 
Hildegard of Bingen, the 12th cen-
tury abbess and mystic, claimed to 
have visions from the age of 3 but, 
from her descriptions of seeing ‘the 
shade of the living light’, many have 
concluded that she actually suffered 
from migraines. Epileptic seizures, 
sleep and food deprivation, drugs, 
hypnosis and neurological disorders 
can also cause hallucinatory effects. 
Temporal lobe epilepsy is a condi-
tion that may have affected a num-
ber of the world’s spiritual figures, 
including St. Paul, Mohammed, 
Joan of Arc and St. Teresa of Avila, 
the 16th century Spanish nun and 
mystic. The last has been described 
by one expert as a ‘severe hysterical 

psychotic’. Joseph 
Breur, Freud’s col-
league, described her as 
‘the patron saint of 
hysteria’. So-called near 
death experiences in 
which some people 
claim to have met Jesus 
or floated outside their 
own body can be ex-
plained by hypoxia, 
caused by lack of oxy-
gen to the brain and 
the visual cortex in 
traumatic events. 

A second criticism is the problem of 
conflicting experiences, which are 
inevitably shaped by the religious 
traditions in which they occur. Ad-
herents of all faiths claim to have 
had experiences that validate those 
religions. But they cannot all be 
valid because the various religions 
are mutually inconsistent.  

A Catholic may claim to have had 
visions of the Virgin Mary, as did 
Bernadette of Lourdes, but we 
would be astonished to a hear a 
Protestant describing such experi-
ences. Neither, of course, would 
claim to have seen visions of the 
female Hindu deity Lakshmi, the 
goddess of light, not least because 
the single Christian god is tradition-
ally male. 

Again, if I gaze in wonder at the 
night sky or walk in daylight 
through the woods and experience 
birds singing, the wind blowing on 
my cheeks, numerous wild flowers 
in bloom and the sun shining 
through the trees, unless my senses 
have been impaired, I know that I 
have experienced these things, and I 
may feel awe at the sheer beauty of 
nature. But some people go further 
and say that they have experienced 
something transcending the self or 
even the actual presence of God. But 
can a god be experienced in this 
way?                                          ––> 
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THE CURSE OF NATIONALISM; 
CONTD FROM P7


on the UNESCO endangered lan-
guages list. That’s the depth of irra-
tionality to which such identitari-
anism plunges. 

On our island the dead weight of 
historical grievances is still too 
heavily hanging around people’s 
necks. Nationalists and Unionists 
make sure it’ll stay there. Overcom-
ing it will take time. As will stop-
ping the newly aroused, nuclear-
armed nationalisms of Russia, Is-
rael, the US, India or China. I can’t 
see it. 

The long game is: the ‘racial mix’ 
we’re getting these days can’t be  

undone, not with all those refugees  
and migrants coming here to fill 
the places of the children Euro-
peans aren’t making themselves 
anymore  – and even the Royals are 
at it now! It’s a very long game. 

But then capitalism is already 
transnational, powerful banks and 
companies operating worldwide,  
owned by pension funds, billion-
aires and shareholders from  
anywhere on this planet.  

Everything is standardised,  
financialised, hedge-funded,  
commercialised and soulless.  

We’re seen not as citizens but as 
‘consumers’. So people crave ‘iden-
tity’. May they find it in their 
community, class, trade, sport, mu-
sic, good works and train-spotting. 
But please not in nationalism!  

Rainforests, global capitalism and  
warming, hunger, epidemics, arms 
and drugs trade etc – all this can’t  
be tackled by competing nation-
states. These are the problems of all 
humankind, which is our real iden-
tity. That’s where Humanism comes  
in. But we’re coming in very, very 
late.                                                       q                                                             
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Many philosophers, including 
Aquinas as well as Kant, have  
argued that God is simply beyond 
our experience  – so much so that 
for Aquinas our ability just to 
speak of God is strictly limited. It 
does seem odd that a god would let 
some people but not others ‘expe-
rience’ him. In much the same way, 
He apparently answers some 
prayers but ignores others and 
performs occasional miracles 
amidst wholesale atrocities. All 
would appear to testify to a highly 
whimsical deity. 

Finally, it is sometimes said that 
religion is only for those who need 
crutches. This seemingly frivolous 
remark actually expresses some-
thing quite important. You hear 
plenty of stories of drug addicts, 
terminal patients, bereaved rela-
tives, murderers, terrorists and 
unhappy people 'turning to God'. 
But it would be absurd if someone 
said: “I was happy with my life, 
could cope with injustice, was not 
afraid of death and generally had a 
sense of wellbeing. Then suddenly I 

accepted Jesus into my heart!” It 
would be absurd because religion 
has nothing to offer a person like 
this. Of course, there are many 
people who are not so gratified 
with life. They may therefore 
choose to use the idea of a god to 
fill up the gaps in their happiness, 
just as others drag in a god to ac-
count for something which science 
has not yet explained. 

All the main so-called 'proofs' of 
the existence of a god are thus seen 
to be be totally fallacious. On the 
other hand, there are many argu-
ments against the existence of such 
a being. Can perfection create im-
perfection and yet remain perfect? 
Can an all-powerful and all-loving 

being create hatred, misery and 
suffering and yet remain both all-
powerful to be able to prevent it 
and all-loving to want to prevent 
it? If God caused the universe, 
what caused God? If the universe 
always existed, what role is there 
for a god anyway? 

Humanists believe that the idea of 
an all-knowing and all-powerful 
god belongs to the dustbin of his-
tory. Nietzsche’s question  – Is Man 
one of God’s blunders or is God 
one of man’s blunders?  –  is an-
swered by saying that God is man’s 
blunder and we should throw off 
the shackles of a discredited, out-
moded, repressive, dangerous and 
unnecessary idea and instead as-
sume responsibility for our own 
lives and the lives of others.  

We should have the courage to rely 
on ourselves and our own powers. 
We should think, feel and act for 
ourselves and abide by the logic of 
results. We should, as Bertrand 
Russell suggested, remember our 
humanity, and forget the rest.       q                                         
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