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Christianity

There is a special difficulty... in undertaking a description of a religious experience. We
have to rely upon the testimony of those who have the experience, and their reports
must be conveyed to us either by telling or writing. Sometimes accounts of prophetic
or mystical experience of important religious leaders have been preserved by oral
tradition through many generations before being written down. But for the most part,
the individual religious experiences that have influenced large segments of mankind
occurred in cultures that knew the art of writing.

This means that the experience occurred in the context of the existing religions which
already had a doctrinal dimension. This raises a problem for us in our attempt to
understand the unique religious experience of the prophets or founders of religions, for
their experiences are likely to be interpreted in the light of existing doctrines, as well

as clothed in the mythological and symbolic forms of the age. There is less difficulty
when we consider the ‘lesser’ figures of the religions — not the founders, but those saints
and visionaries who come after. They interpret their experiences in terms of received
doctrines and mythologies.

For these reasons, it is not easy to know about a given report which of the elements in it
are based, so to say, purely on the experience itself, and which are due to doctrinal and
mythological interpretation. To some extent the problem can be overcome by comparing
the reports of men of different cultures — such as India and the West — which had virtually
no contact during the periods crucial for the formation and elaboration of the dominant
religious beliefs.

Moreover, it is worth noting that there is a dialectic between experience and doctrine.

(Source: Smart, N., The Religious Experience of Mankind, Collins Publishers, 1977:
Included in Edexcel anthology)

1 (a) Examine the argument and/or interpretation in the passage.

(b) Do you agree with the idea(s) expressed? Justify your point of view and discuss its
implications for understanding religion and human experience.

(Total for Question 1 = 50 marks)

Start your answer on page 3.
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