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To what extent is a philosophical account of religious experience possible? If perceptual 
objects are perceived according to their own structure, does anything that falls outside 
of perceptual givenness fail to be given? After Kant, for example, there can only be a 
philosophy of religion in the sense of a rational religion or 'morality: and there can never 
be a philosophy of religion in the sense of a rigorous account of religious experience. 
I argue, however, that religious experience has its own integrity such that it is irreducible 
to a perceptual or an ethical order, and that it is accessible to phenomenological 
philosophy. 

In this chapter I first take up Kant and the potential impasse of any philosophical 
account of religious experience. Second, I address the issue oflimit-phenomena: namely, 
those matters that are on the limit of experience in order to broach the question of a phe
nomenology of religious experience. Third, I discuss various attempts within phenome
nology to broaden the notion of givenness and evidence beyond the parameters of 
object-givenness. Finally, I point to a phenomenology of religious experience as an irre
ducible sphere of human experience, and consider its unique style of evidence and 
modalizations. 

1 KANT AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION 

Having identified Reason as prior to its own historical revelation (or any historical reve
lation, for that matter), Kant implicitly places himself-insofar as he is a rational being
at the origin of philosophy. In this respect, Kant establishes any rigorous philosophy as a 
'critical' philosophy of experience. In order to introduce the issues relating to the nature 
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of experience and how it relates to the religious sphere, allow me to give a brief account 
of this concern as it is situated in Kant, beginning with the problem of givenness. 

To be given is to be an object of knowledge. What can be experienced is that which 
can be presented in a spatiotemporal manifold as actively synthesized by the categories 
of the understanding. A given object unfolds in a causal nexus of objective time order, 
and to this extent it can be said to be determined by natural laws such that what counts 
as given and hence as something experienced and experiencable is what appears. What 
appears as the object of knowledge is made to appear; thus representations or objects of 

experience are the product of the understanding's activity on the manifold. 
We only know how the world appears to us, not the things in themselves, even though 

this does not stop us from making practical use of appearances as if they were things in 
themselves (for example, this is why we can have success in the natural sciences). The 
point, however, is that in this appearing, the human being is the active source, and the 
givenness, the object of knowledge, is our doing since anything that has the structure of 
an object is dependent upon the subjective conditions of knowledge. The transcendental 
unity of apperception expresses the fact that there can be no objects that are not the rep
resentations of the one who has them, that is, the one 'who' makes them possible by 
bringing the unity of synthesis (which the imagination constrains on the spatiotemporal 
manifold) to concepts. Hence, the 'I think' must be able to accompany all my representa

tions (Kant 1956: A 119). 

While reason can function speculatively, and in this sense have any object it pleases 
merely as an object of thought, it cannot enjoy it as an object of experience. Reason acts, 
not reacts, and in its practical capacity it is able to determine the will in a purely autono
mous manner: in a manner that is rational-that is, universally necessary, and as the 

same for everyone. Accordingly, a pure morality is to be established only when the 
rational agent's acts determines its own action by legislating and freely (spontaneously) 
adhering to the imperative that is categorial, which the rational agent itself holds subjec
tively as a maxim and legislates universally, objectively as a law. 

Thus, we have in Kant a distinction between (1) what can be known and is made 
known by the understanding, and is made to be given in a temporal manner as an expe
rience, and (2) what holds universally for all times, for everyone and everywhere, in a 
rational manner. Morality would be an example of the latter. Let me turn now to the 
question of'religion' and evidence in the religious sphere. 

With the distinction between epistemic experience and the universal validity of pure 
(practical) reason, Kant's foray into matters of religion unfold in the following way. He 
distinguishes between a religion that is founded on revelation-that is, historical revela
tion, which is propounded by ecclesiastical faith (Kirchenglauben)-and a pure 'faith of 
religion' (Religiansglaube) that is grounded in reason. Historical faith is based on revela

tion understood 'as an experience' (Kant 1989: 12611(5). As empirical experience, it has 
only a particular validity for those who happened to have access to the historical period, 
location, or to historical records upon which that faith rests. Historical faith can become 
an ecclesiastical faith, of which there can be several. But only the pure faith of religion, 
which bases itself wholly upon reason, can be accepted as necessary and universal. On 
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the one hand, there is revealed religion and historical faith, which strictly speaking is 
not experienced (that is, an object of knowledge), and on the other, a 'pure religion of 

reason: which is nothing other than moral reason. This distinction is paramount in the 
Conflict of the Faculties, because it is here that Kant wants to preserve the autonomy of 
philosophy as a critical discipline and as able to adjudicate the meaning of the theology 
(Kant 1992: 62-5, 110-11; 42-3). In short, the freedom of reason is expressed as reason's 
freedom over the temporallhistorical realm (Kant 1989: 119/100f.).1 

Given the assertion of pure rational religion over ecclesiastical faith, is there a place 

for a philosophical account of religious experience? The dimension of the 'religious' 
entails some kind of relation or interaction with God. According to Kant's First Critique, 
God is an idea that purely speculative reason can think, but not determine according to 
its objective validity. There is no evidence, no experience of the religious. When we do 
think God, we do not really extend our knowledge (that is, experience) beyond the limits 
of objects of possible experience (Kant 1956: A 674-5). God as transcendent is not 

knoweable, not experienceable (see Kant 1956: A 685-6, A 580, A 676; Kant 1992: 76-7). 
'Ibis presumptuousness of experiencing God is in part the reason for Kant's chastise

ment of the mystics and mysticism. Referring to mysticism as fanaticism, as merely alle
gorical, and as the killer of reason, Kant warns against 'a pious feeling of supernatural 
influence', since it yields no objective principle and is valid only subjectively (Kant 1989: 

1451121; Kant 1992: 54-5, 78-9, 106-7). To avoid mysticism, writes Kant, one must anchor 
'the supersensible (the thought of which is essential to anything called religion), in 
determinate concepts of reason; otherwise fantasy becomes lost in the transcendent 
where religious matters are concerned; this can lead to Illuminism-that is, supernatu
ral inspiration in which private, inner revelations rule, with no public touchstone of 
truth (Kant 1992: 80-1, 108-9). It is only by the concepts of reason that we can recognize 
the (putative) divinity of a teaching promulgated to us (Kant 1992: 104-5, 80-5). But 
strictly speaking there can be no positive appeal to evidence in matters of religion since 
feelings are not knowledge, and they cannot yield the presence or evidence of a mystery; 
the mystery of revelation is simply incongruous with our power of comprehension and 

ability to experience (Kant 1992: 114-15; Kant 1989: 154, 1591129, 133). 
While there are varieties of belief in divine revelation and its teachings, there are not 

different religions. There is only one religion, and this springs from reason (Kant 1989: 
117/98; Kant 1992: 60-1,78-9,92-3,114-17). What, then, is religion if it is not somehow 
correlative to religious experiencing? Religion is not the cult that develops from divine 

insight or religious experience; it is not the ensemble of ritual and liturgy that aids one in 
disposing oneself to God. For Kant, the religion of ' divine worship' or cultus is rooted in 
arbitrary precepts rather than universal reason. Instead, genuine rational religion is the 
sum of our moral duties regarded as if they were divine commands and our fulfilling 

1 The function of philosophy in relation to the three 'higher' faculties (theology, law, and medicine) 'is 
to control them and, in this way, be useful to them, since truth (the essential and first condition of 
learning in general) is the main thing, whereas the utility the higher faculties promise the government is 
of secondary importance.' (See Kant 1992: 44-5, 60-1, 122-3). 
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them as such (Kant 1989: 115-16, 170-1/97, 142). But this is to say that the domain of reli
gion is essentially the domain of morality, and the distinction between religion and 
morality is merely a formal one. 'As far as its matter or object is concerned, religion does 
not differ in any point from morality, for it is concerned with duties as such' (Kant 1989: 
105-6,134-5,123/90-1,112,103; Kant 1992: 78-9,86-7).2 

To sum up, then, since God does not correspond to an experience and cannot be an 
object of knowledge shareable by all human beings and for all times, and thus suscepti
ble to evidence, the supposition of a revealed religion and ecclesiastical faith must yield 
to a pure rational religion and pure faith of reason. Religion is purely moral, and philo
sophically there is nothing higher than inter-human-which is to say, intra-rational
morality. For Kant, consequently, experience is restricted to one mode of givenness in 
which objects of knowledge are actively constituted with the direct implication that one 
cannot meaningful speak of a religious experience. 

2 LIMIT-PHENOMENA 

To some extent this conception of givenness-that there is only one way of being given 
and that it concerns perceptual and categorial knowing-is carried through in the phe
nomenological tradition. Let me explain. Already, beginning with Husserl's Fifth Logical 
Investigation, phenomenology has been trained on the following two aspects of descrip
tion (Husserl1968: esp. section 17). On the one hand, phenomenology wants to inquire 
into how something is given, its modes or manner of givenness (sense, meaning). On the 
other hand, it wants to examine what something is, the thing, the subject, the world, and 
so on; its being, its essential structures. As phenomenology developed it was able to see 
both the constitutive questions (the how of givenness, and so on) as leitmotifs for onto
logical questions (concerning the being of things), and ontologies (essential structures, 
and sciences of the latter) as leading clues to constitutive ones (Husserl1952; Husserl 
1954; Husserl 1956; Husserl1959; Husserl1993; Steinbock 1995). 

No matter 'what' the thing is-object or subject-a phenomenological perspective 
does not simply assert its being, but holds in abeyance the pre-posited, pre-supposed 
acceptance of being, allowing one to comport him or herself differently, from a changed 
attitude, focusing now on how 'it' appears, the modes of giving and the multifarious 
ways of meaning-accepting (Fink 1933). Thus, rather than taking things for granted, 
phenomenology strives to inquire into its way of givenness and the power and limits of 
the process of meaning-giving. 

2 Kant censures those who would worship, act, or pray in this way: 'It does not enter their heads that 
when they fulfil their duties to men (themselves and others) they are, by these very acts, performing 
God's commands and are therefore in all their actions and abstentions, so far as these concern morality, 
perpetually in the service of God, and that it is absolutely impossible to serve God more directly in any 
other way (since they can affect and have an influence upon earthly beings alone, and not upon God)' 
(Kant 1989: 111-12/94). 

! 

j 
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Understandably, this comes up against important limits: namely, limits of givenness 
and potential 'limit-phenomena. For example, it is one thing to ask how a perceptual or 
epistemic object is given. Husserl's earlier analyses concerning the ways in which spatial 
objects are presented perspectivally, how temporal objects are given in the present, with 
a retention and with a protention, how objects are constituted actively in judicative 
assertions, how essences are given and founded in simple perceptions, how facets of 
objects and horizons are given in passive syntheses with an affective prominence, how 
the structure ofintentionality forms a constitutive duet of sense. All these analyses expli
cate meaning within a certain register of givenness. I have called this particular register 
of givenness, 'presentation' (Steinbock 2007). 

Accordingly, if presentation is our operative model of givenness, there will be phe
nomena that remain essentially on the limit of givenness. Presentation is a type a given
ness that is more or less dependent upon my power to usher things into appearance, 
either through the power of my 'I can' or my 'I think: When I intend an object, an object 
gives itself (whether or not it is the object I intended) in such a way that it points further 
on to new themes and new horizons. There is, of course, nothing wrong with this mode 
of givenness; it concerns a genuine dimension of our experience that bears on the rela
tive givenness of things in the economy of appearing and concealing. It describes our 
relation to the world as one of immediate or mitigated belief in its being. But it is another 
matter to take presentation as the only mode of givenness. 

How, then, does something become a limit-phenomenon for phenomenology? By 
limit-phenomena I understand those matters (Sachen) that are on the edge of accessibil
ity in a phenomenological approach to experience, and not simply those matters that 
have historically been at the border of phenomenological discourse. I characterize limit
phenomena as those 'phenomena' that are given as not being able to be given. The ques
tion of limit-phenomena relates to the question of religious experience because it is 
generally assumed that the sphere pertaining to the religious is not able to be experi
enced, and likewise, is susceptible neither to a philosophical, critical perspective, nor to 
the question of evidence. 

In order for something to be constituted as a limit-phenomenon, a certain order of 
givenness or methodological approach has to be presupposed in a phenomenological 
inquiry. Thus there can be many 'phenomena' given at the limit of experience, depend
ing upon how one approaches these very phenomena. For example, within a static 
phenomenology which is restricted simply to present experiences, sleep and fainting 
are given as limit-phenomena. However, they are given as phenomena within 
the genetic phenomenology-that is, when the scope includes the process of self
temporalization; now sleep, for instance, is integrated into an overarching concord
ance of meaning. Alternatively, birth and death are given on the limits of experience 
within a genetic phenomenology, but are 'constitutive' -phenomenological-events 
within a generative phenomenology: that is, when phenomenology treats the move
ment of historicity as it unfolds over the generations. Animals can be understood as 
on the limit of experience, but within a generative phenomenology Husserl sees in 
certain cases the possibility of the liminality of human and animal life being exposed 
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as inessential-that is, when they become home-comrades as co-constituting a home
world (Steinbocki998). 

Now, within a genetic phenomenology, when Husserl inquires into the experience of 
the alien (Fremderfahrung), he has to ask how the otherness of the other, the other as 
alien is given or is accessible to me. While an object can be given with a foreground that 
is present and a backside that is not present now but can in principle be present, the 
otherness of the other in its radical alienness can never be given; it can never become 
present, not just factually but in principle. When Husserl inquires into how the alien is 
given, he writes that the alien is given as not being able to be given, accessible in the 
mode of inaccessibility and incomprehensibility (Husserl1973: 631). The alien is in this 
way a limit -phenomenon and on the limit of being given. 

Within a generative phenomenology, there is a similar, but distinctive issue when we 
speak about the limits of home world and alienworld. By homeworld, I mean a normatively 
significant lifeworld, and by alienworld, a lifeworld that is experienced as normatively 
atypical, unfamiliar, and non-optimal for experience (Steinbock 1995: Chapters 12-14). 
The limits peculiar to the home and alien arise because the alien is not given to the home in 
a way that the home is given to itself. Even phenomenology and the phenomenologist, 
Husserl asserts, is situated within the historical density of the home. This means, that the 
phenomenologist can never completely objectify the limits of home and alien-that is, 
stand above home and alien or control generativity-since the phenomenologist himself 
or herself is located within the generative process, describing the structure of generativity 
as it is generating. Moreover, generativity is 'given' as the structure home/alien. But the 
'whole' home/alien structure is only experienced as such from within the liminality of the 
home in relation to the alien, and in this regard given with a certain liminality. 

From these examples and the analyses of previous work, we can say the following 
about limit-phenomena. First, limit-phenomena are not arbitrary in the sense that just 
anything can become a limit-phenomenon. Second, limit-phenomena are relative 
determinations, relative, that is, to a certain methodological approach. Third, limit
phenomena are necessary or 'essential' when they pertain to a certain order of experi
ence. Within that order of experience, there will necessarily be these or those 
limit -phenomena, even if they are relative to a certain order of experience. Fourth, in 
some instances phenomena will be given as limit-phenomena, while in others they will 
not. But are there not some limit-phenomena that are essentially limit-phenomena: for 
instance, 'God'? 

We can meaningfully approach this question only by recognizing that the observa
tions regarding limit-phenomena presuppose as a standard a particular mode of given
ness. If presentation is our operative model of givenness, then we can assert that there 
are phenomena constituted as not being able to be given, and that hence remain essen
tially on the limit of givenness. However, this assumes, at best, that one model of given
ness is operative-presentation-and, at worst, that there is only one kind of givenness, 
which is presentation. However, if phenomenology is open to all kinds of givenness 
(no matter which ones they are) according to how the things give themselves, then not 
only does the very tenor of phenomenology shift, but the status ofliminality concerning 
certain phenomena does as well. 
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Let me return to the manner of givenness that qualifies presentation. Presentation 
unfolds along the axis of intention and fulfilment, and is generally understood as the 
structure of intentionality or the noesis-noema relation, sense giving, and sense given
ness. A givenness is said to be 'fulfilled' in adequate or inadequate evidence according to 
whether the given corresponds to the way in which it is intended or meant. If I 'see' (or 
'intend') a squirrel on the branch outside my window and the squirrel is co-evally given, 
the perception is fulfilled, even if the perception simultaneously opens up new perspec
tives and points to futural ways of being given which are not yet given, but 'empty: If 
upon closer inspection the squirrel turns out to be leaves on a branch, then something 
new is precisely given-even if it is not what I initially intended. Now the leaves are pre
sented such that in and through this, the squirrel-intention is 'disappointed', 'crossed
out: and replaced with a new experience. The leaves on a branch are given, as they 
simultaneously forecast new kinds of givenness that will fulfil the global perception. 

The recognition of the experience of limit-ph en omena-or as we might say, the non
experience of these non-phenomena (depending upon how we understand experience 
and phenomena)-attest to the simple fact, as Kant saw, that 'God' is not given like an 
object. For this reason, God does not have to correspond to my idea of God in order to 
be given in evidence. The dynamic of intention and fulfilment, which does apply epis
temically and perceptually to eidetic and perceptual objects, does not characterize my 
relation with God. 

Does this mean, then, that we can have no experience of God, that there is no 'reli
gious experience' strictly speaking, and that it is impossible to speak of evidence where 
the religious sphere is concerned? More generally, does the noesis-noema structure 
exhaust experience such that what does not fall into its domain remain outside of expe
rience and the question of evidence? 

While presentation describes a dimension of our experience of the relative givenness 
of things, and while it describes our belief-relation to the world with respect to its being, 
the problem has been that presentation captures the dominant model of givenness for us 
and has been allowed to efface other legitimate modes of givenness. But why should 
phenomenology, in order to reflect within the very experiencing itself, not open itself to 
all kinds of 'givens' in the distinctive manner that they give themselves? Is it not arbitrary 
to limit in advance the ways in which givenness can take place? 

3 PHENOMENOLOGIES OF RELIGIOUS 

EXPERIENCE 

Precisely because presentation has defined what gets counted exclusively as a matter of 
experience, other dimensions of experience that differ from presentation have been left 
virtually out of philosophical and specifically phenomenological accounts. There are, 
however, contemporary attempts to grapple with these issues stemming for the most 
part from phenomenological inspirations. They implicitly concern the constitutive 
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questions of givenness, and are distinct from philosophers of religion such as Henry 
Dumery, who submitted the idea of God to rational criticism (Dumery 1957). For exam
ple, Adolf Reinach, an early phenomenologist, recognized quite early (1916) that reli
gious experiences have their own integrity. From the perspective of perceptual 
experience, of course, religious experiences 'cannot be "understood". They are not "moti
vated,: ' But this means all the more that we need to respect the sense that religious expe
riences have of their own accord, 'even if [their sense ] leads to enigmas'; (Reinach 1989: 

593). Such an openness can be found in Jean Hering's phenomenological study of the 
unique nature of religious consciousness (Hering 1926: see 87-140). Kurt Stavenhagen, 
too, conducted his research into the possibility of an absolute personal comportment 
vis-a-vis an absolute, that is, religious sphere (Stavenhagen 1925).3 Otto Griindler's work 
is also a good example of the problematic attempt in early phenomenology simply to 
apply a phenomenology of presentation to 'religious' phenomena (see Griindler 1922). 

Though not phenomenological in name, Rudolf Otto could also be linked to this tradi
tion to the extent that he investigated religious experience as the experience of being 
before 'an overpowering, absolute might of some kind: the experience of the presence of 
that 'Something' that Otto calls the 'numinous' and that is experienced as mysterium 
tremendum in awe (Otto 1958: 10). 

The early part of the twentieth century and following saw other kinds of inquiry into 
'religion'. By contrast to the constitutive approach, these can be understood as materially 
and/or formally eidetic, for example, describing the variety of religions and religious 
experiences-whether to catalogue their types or to advance a philosophy of religion. 
These approaches typically include James' investigation into the kinds of religious expe
rience (James 1961), van der Leeuw's typification of religion, and Heiler's inquiry into the 
manifestation and nature of religion (Van der Leeuw 1956; Heiler 1961). 

In the phenomenological tradition, however, Max Scheler was not only the earliest 
most influential force, but the most profound. From the very outset he maintained that 
there was nothing more disastrous for philosophical inquiry, and indeed for all episte
mology, than to operate methodologically with a 'too narrow, restrictive concept of 
experience', to equate the whole of experience with one particular kind of experience, 
and then to refuse to admit into evidence and deny categorically anything that could not 
be reduced to this one kind of experience (Scheler 1954: 250). 

This openness enabled him to identify two different ways of givenness, on the one 
hand, what he termed Offenbarkeit or manifestation (what I have called above, 'presen
tation'), and Offenbarung or 'revelation: which has its own style of evidence, as well as 
deceptions, and breaks in givenness (Scheler 1966; Scheler 1973). Scheler was able to do 
this because he recognized a broader order of evidence, not just one that was founded in 

3 I would like to thank Jim Hart for this reference. The kind of questioning raised here would not be 
unfamiliar to Kierkegaard, who understood the religious dimension as an absolute relation to an absolute, 
at least in Fear and Trembling (Kierkegaard 1983). See also Kierkegaard's Works of Love, in which loving 
is directed toward the neighbour as in accordance with the absolute character of the movement of love 
oriented toward God (Kierkegaard 1998). 
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reason. Going back to Pascal, Scheler worked out phenomenologically the philosophi
cal import of an ordo amoris, or order of the heart. For Scheler this means that the 'heart' 
has a 'logic' all its own, and does not take it from the understanding or reason. It is not 
without sense or direction, simply vague or chaotic, without meaning, or merely a 'sub
jectively human' matter of fact (Scheler 1957). Sensitivity to this order demands a 'culti
vation of the heart' that is independent of the cultivation of the understanding, without 
succumbing to a slovenliness in matters of feeling, and without surrendering the entire 
emotional life, and specifically religious experiencing to psychology or to myth and 
superstition. 

Other works that build directly and indirectly on these insights include Martin Buber 
(who contrasted the I-It word pair ('experience' that is appropriate to objects) with the 
1-Thou word pair (,relation'); he accounted for different manners of givenness that per
tain, each in their own way, to God, the other person, and nature (Buber 1965). More 
squarely in the phenomenological tradition is Michel Henry's monumental, LCssence de 
la manifestation. Here he criticizes as 'ontological monism' this kind of limitation of 
givenness to one kind of being (= monism), and which understands the very essence of 
manifestation to be revelation (Henry 1990; Henry 1996, Steinbock 1999). Following in 
this tradition is also Jean-Luc Marion, who draws a similar distinction between mani
festation and revelation in his work Dieu sans letre (Marion 1991; Marion 1997). Going 
even further, however, Marion offers an expanded description of givenness with a 
detailed account of 'saturated phenomena, phenomena that are distinctive from the 
poor or common phenomena (Marion 1997, Marion 2001; Steinbock 20lO). This is con
sistent with Emmanuel Levinas's insight that 'the noesis-noema structure is not the pri
mordial structure of intentionality' (Levinas 1961: 271/294). What Levinas means by this 
is that the 'Other' is not simply a differently interpreted noema. To go back to Husserl's 
early terminology, it is not the case that the face-to-face with the Other is simply a non
objectivating act. That is, if an objectivating act is that intentional act which 'refers' to an 
object in and through a certain sense, then the relation with the Other does not depend 
upon, is not founded in objectivating acts in order for the Other to be given. Instead, it 
has a wholly unique structure that is peculiar to the interpersonal experience. This is 
why we must, for Levinas, revise phenomenological concepts according to the experi
ence, and not force the experience into predefined or at least presupposed structures 
(see Steinbock forthcoming). 

Indeed, it is Levinas who at once profoundly opens up the question of givenness and 
evidence in phenomenology, and brings us back full circle, as it were, to the difficulties 
of the like we encountered in Kant concerning evidence of a religious nature. The diffi
culties in accounting for a phenomenology of religious experience in Levinas are too 
complex to enumerate here, though it is possible to outline the problematic (Steinbock 
2009). 

On the one hand, it goes to the great credit of Levinas not to have limited givenness, 
experience, relation, intentionality, and so on, to the mere disclosure of pre-objects or 
full- fledged objects, either perceptual or categorial. He discerns in our very lives another 
kind of givenness that is irreducible to disclosure: namely, the revelation of the Other as 
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an 'absolute experience: It makes sense to speak of an 'absolute experience' as an experi
ence of an absolute: namely, the 'absolutely Other', because it is not the case that the 
T simply encounters a different 'object' -in this case, the Other. Rather, in the 'experi
ence' of the Other as revelatory, the very tenor of the experience is transformed; it is not 
mere experience (as disclosure), but absolute experience as revelation (Steinbock 2005). 

Still, the question of God arises (at least in part for Levinas) precisely because the face 
of the Other is the trace of God. Thus, even if we wanted to stay only on the level of the 
face of the Other, as it were, we would still be confronted with the 'question of God' in 
the face of the Other through which 'God' takes on meaning (Levinas 1988: 216). The 
meaning of God then has to become an experiential issue in some sense for Levinas. Just 
as Levinas does not a priori reduce intentionality to the noesis-noema correlation; just as 
he does not restrict experience to disclosure, he also leaves open the possibility, phenom
enologically' that the inquiry into meaning is not limited to the meaning of being pecu
liar to philosophy. For Levinas, the meaning of God, the God of the Bible, escapes the 
restrictive meaning of being to which it has been limited in philosophy; this is why he 
queries whether 'God' signifies 'in an unlikely manner' the beyond of being-that is, sig
nifies as transcendence and without analogy (Levinas 1992: 95). 'Our question', writes 
Levinas, 'is whether, beyond being, a meaning might not show itselfwhose priority, trans
lated into ontological language, will be called prior to being' (Levinas 1992: 96, my 
emphasis added). So, even ifthere is nothing more basic than the inter-human face-to
face which is 'religion', the meaning of God is at least an experiential issue, as it is revealed 
in the demand coming to me from the face of the Other. In even this way, Levinas opens 
the question of religious experience. 

It is not that Levinas refrains from speaking of an 'encounter' with God, since God is 
always already given as Desirable. God, however, is not the Other, but 'other than the 
other' (Levinas 1992: 112-5). This means for Levinas that even if we are oriented toward 
God, God is not the 'end' of this orientation, for according to Levinas, God immediately 
turns us toward the Other. This means that the orientation toward holiness is immedi
ately 'good deeds: social justice, righteousness, and charity (tzedakah). Accordingly, the 
'religious' is inescapably and directly an 'ethical turnabout' (retournement ethique) 

(Levinas 1992: 114). If there is an impossibility of a religious encounter without Others, 
there is also an impossibility of ethics without the religious-that is, the impossibility of 
the face of the Other without God.4 

So, while Kant limits experience to the 'disclosure' of objects, Levinas opens up given
ness/ experience to the revelation of the Other. But in his own way, Levinas also limits 
modes of givenness other than disclosure to just one other mode, revelation (the given
ness of the face) without due consideration to other modes of givenness that also do not 
share the same assets as disclosure. This other mode (the mode of the otherwise than the 
Other) would be a mode of givenness peculiar to religious experience, what I have 

4 'The goodness of the Good-of the Good that neither sleeps nor slumbers-inclines the movement 
it calls forth to turn it away from the Good and orient toward the other, and only thus toward the Good' 
(Levinas 1992: 114). 
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termed elsewhere, 'epiphany', irreducible to disclosure and to revelation (Steinbock 
2007). Thus, even if concretely one is turned by God to the Other, we should ask: what is 
the phenomenological sense of this very being turned toward the Other by God? 
Phenomenology in its concreteness must dwell with the meaning of such being turned 
toward as an irreducible dimension of religious experience. 

This is not merely a theoretical point, but an experiential one. And one experiential 
resource available to describe this kind of religiOUS experience-the one which both 
Kant and Levinas disavow-can be found in the lives of the mystics. 

In relation to this dimension of experience, we cannot discount examples of these 
religious experiences, living examples within human experience found in the Jewish, 
Christian, and Islamic mystics. The mystics, particularly within the Abrahamic tradi
tion, often have more in common with each other, guided by their experiences of the 
Holy, than do the respective mystics with those of their own faith traditions which are 
guided indirectly by cult and liturgy (,religion'). Again, I am not suggesting that there 
are two separate ways of encountering God, like two possibilities from which I could 
choose. The mystics themselves also insist through their experiences along with the likes 
of Kant and Levinas that loving God is service to others. My point is that there is a phe
nomenologically distinctive sphere of experience with its own unique style of evidence 
that is itself interpersonal, but is irreducible to the moral sphere. 

4 PHENOMENOLOGICAL METHOD 

AND EVIDENCE IN THE RELIGIOUS SPHERE 

Recent phenomenology has been characterized as having undergone a 'religious turn' 
(see Janicaud 1991; Janicaud 1998). However, what this brief overview should help to 
make clear is that although there has been more attention oflate to the question of reli
gious experience, it is more an expression of a steady and persistent occupation than it 
is a turn. If anything, we might say that through existentialism, structuralism, post
structuralism, deconstruction, and post-modernism, there is a reappropriation of reli
gious questions and themes. But within phenomenology and phenomenological inquiry 
in thinkers such as Scheler, Reinach, Stavenhagen, Hering, Ricoeur, Henry, Levinas, 
Marion, and others, there is steady pattern of interest in phenomenology of religious 
experience. My own work develops these earlier insights in phenomenology in order to 
account for different kinds of experience/givenness. In this way, phenomenology is a 
philosophical style that can be attentive to religious, moral, and ecological evidence 
without reducing that experience to the presentation of objects (Steinbock 2007). 

Phenomenological method begins as a special disposition toward the matters (what 
Edmund Husserl terms the 'reduction') that allows the matters to appear as they give 
themselves; it is an attitude that strives to be attentive to the unique ways in which they 
give themselves, and to be attentive to the particular ways in which we contribute to 
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sense-emergence, be it active meaning constitution or accepting sense-givenness. In this 

reflection within the experiencing itself, phenomenological method also attempts to 
describe the givenness and the giving without prejudice as to what it is that is given, 

what can be given, or more to the point, the very how or modality of givenness. It does 

not want to limit in advance the appearing nor occlude the giving by accrued prejudices 

of mind and habit. Where others are concerned, the phenomenologist's effort is to evoke, 
not provoke, the given so that others too can more readily 'see' for themselves. 

In this way, phenomenology can in principle be open to religious experience and its 

unique kind of evidence, as well as the disappointments, illusions, and self-deceptions 

that can accompany the sphere of religious experience. Certainly, phenomenology 

appeals to experience from a first-person perspective, or at least from what is experi
enced from a first-person perspective. But it is not clear that the description of our own 

first -person experiences demand any less examination than the description of the first

person description by others. Even my own descriptions of my first -person experiences 

are distanced reflections on my own experiences, and to this extent they can coincide 

with other's reflections on my experiences. It is true that my descriptions of my bodily 
movements are distinct from others' descriptions of their bodily movements. But phe

nomenology never excluded others' first person's account in an effort to clarify the phe

nomena. Instead, it did not wish for third person, ostensibly objective accounts of our 

lifeworld to wear the mask of truth to dominate the field of lived -experiences. I do not 
have to have had the experience of a phantom limb, as in Merleau -Ponty's Phenomenology 
of Perception, in order to give a phenomenological account of it as an ambivalent pres

ence in the global kinaesthesis of the lived body and my being in the world (Merleau

Ponty 1945: 95ff). Access to myself, even to my so-called bare freedom, is already 
mediated (Merleau-Ponty 1945: 511). This is why it is possible to appeal to the accounts of 

religious experience given by others, and why the mystics above all can be privileged in 

this regard. 
Mystical experience is a discrimination of experience within religious experience; the 

latter, which as Rudolf Otto has clarified (Otto 1958: 10) can be indeterminate experi

ence, the experience of being before 'an overpowering, absolute might of some kind: 
Human beings can have a religious stirring outside of any established religiOUS tradition; 

a religious sense may arise out of a striking existential situation; it may come upon one 

as a vague feeling of 'ultimate reality'. Religious experience should not be confused with 
'religion. Religion, as noted above, concerns the dimension of cult and ritual which 

springs from religious experiences. The former can become an institution expressive of 

practices that dispose one toward (but do not produce) religious experiencing. 
Mystical experiences, however, are to be characterized here by special intimacies of 

the presence of the Holy. These special intimacies are not restricted to, but can include, 

intimacies more commonly associated with such experiences such as 'union'. I draw on 

mystical experience to clarify religious experience (and thus the structure of epiphany) 

because mystical experience refines the evidence already given in the religious sphere. 
Mystical experience can do this because it lives the immediate Person to person 

movement that may only be (but not need be) implicit in religious experiencing as such. 
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In this way, the mystics can become exemplary of religious experience by highlighting 
the 'evidence' of epiphany, the 'Personal' evidence, as a distinctive vertical mode of 
givenness. Accordingly, as paradigmatic of religious experience, mystical experiences 
are always religious experiences, but not all religious experiences are mystical ones. By 
epiphany being clarified through mystical experience, we can say that religious experi
ences are so many ways ofliving out the interpersonal sphere. Religious experience can 
be clarified as interpersonal through lived-experiences and practices of various mystics. 
Admittedly, this makes religious experience less 'general' in the sense that it does not 
pretend to cover every 'spiritual' tradition, West or East; but by the same token, it makes 
it all the more distinctive. 

The appeal to the mystics is an appeal to the authority present in the mystics by virtue 
of their experiences-an authority that is given in and through the experiences and their 
lives lived, and not from a commitment to a philosophical theory or by theorizing about 
the nature of God. From the accounts provided by the mystics we can discern basic 
structures of experience and relate other descriptions of mystical experiences to them, 
without having 'to put myself in the place of the other' (which, by the very structure of 
the uniqueness of personal, 'religious: experience is impossible). 

There have been attempts to take the mystics and their experiences seriously such that 
they could be relevant philosophically. For example, Augustin Poulan, in his classic trea
tise The Graces of Interior Prayer (Des graces daraison, 1910), distinguished between a 
'speculative school' which attempts to systematize all the givens theologically, and as a 
consequence remains basically static, and a 'descriptive school'. The descriptive school, 
to which he adheres, takes mysticism as 'forward-moving: and is able to accommodate 
itself to this dynamic element by becoming more and more exact, for example, in distin
guishing one experience from another as the mystics themselves become more sensitive 
to the subtle differences in experiences (Poulan 1950: see xiii-xiv and 539-49). 

More concretely in the phenomenological tradition is Gerda Walther. Not wanting to 
share in the prejudices peculiar to psychologism or empiricism, not wanting to reduce 
spiritual phenomena to quantifiable facts in the natural sciences, Walther remained faith
ful to the early sense of phenomenology in Husserl and Pfander. Guided by the experi
ences of several mystics, she recognized in her Zur Phanomenologie der Mystik (Walther 
1923) 'a mode of givenness that is fundamentally different: an irreducible 'spiritual given
ness' that is peculiar to the 'primordial phenomenon' of mystical experience as the pri
mordial source of religious experience. In so doing, she brought to light basic structural 
features of mystical experience and examined how such experiences are possible. 

Another, more contemporary approach in this vein is provided by Nelson Pike in his 
work focusing on Christian mysticism. Despite the use of the term 'phenomenology' in 
the title, he characterizes his approach as 'phenomenography', because it is the study of 
the phenomena (the givens in mystical experience) as they are reported, and thus under
stands what he is doing to be a branch of hermeneutics (Pike 1992: 166-8). 

While there are many works on mysticism that deal, ultimately, with mystical experi
ences, and evoke a phenomenological discourse (for example, Carl Ernst in his works 
relating to Ruzbihiin BaqlI; Ernst 1985, 1996), and others that deal with mystical 'fact: but 
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are not phenomenological (Underhill 1974), there are approaches that reduce mystical 
experience to psychodynamics, psychoanalytic object-relations, cognitive psychology, 
and sociological constructs (Bellak 1949; Henry 1949; Deikman 1982; Hunt 2003). Again, 
just because the mode of givenness does not conform to the givenness of presentation, 
or to the way objects are given, which are in principle able to be ratified intersubjectively, 
does not mean that mystical experiences (be they experiences of rapture, quiet, delight, 
ecstasy, visions, locutions, and so on) are aberrant mental states. 

What the medical, psychological, psychoanalytic, and sociological diagnoses and 
analyses miss is that a religious experience is given with its own structure, immediacy, 
and 'order', and as such does not need to conform to a narrow, restrictive view of experi
ence in order to count as a different kind of evidence. Bergson wonders, for instance, 
how the mystics could ever have been grouped with the mentally ill once we grasp the 
internal movement of their lives and spirit. Admittedly, we live in a situation of unstable 
equilibrium whereby the health of mind and body as well as their pathologies are not 
easily defined. Yet, he continues, there is an exceptional mental healthiness-what 
Husserl would call 'hyper-normality' -that is readily recognizable; a healthiness that is 
expressed in the penchant for action, in the faculty of adapting and readapting oneself to 
circumstances, and in the spirit of simplicity that triumphs over complications: 'And 
could this not serve as the very definition of intellectual verve' (Bergson 198411932: 

242-3)? 

This should not suggest that one cannot be deceived or that one cannot suffer from 
self-delusion; it does not mean that there are not sociological, historical, and cultural 
matrices in which the mystics live. In fact, the mystics themselves are the first to admit 
this. Indeed, it is a legitimate question to ask whether or not there is a lived, phenomeno
logical difference between, say, mystical experience and what we understand today as 
psychopathology. When the mystics attempt to sort out a genuine experience from a 
deception or from a malady, they appeal to operations on or within that level of religious 
experiencing, and do not reduce the religious, say, to the psychological or vital level of 
experience; and they appeal to the historical efficacy of the experience and to the inter
personal 'confirmation' unique to a master/confessor/exemplar relation. The fact that 
they are able to pose the question concerning a delusion and attempt to distinguish it 
from a genuine experience of Divine presence, and to see these experiences within a 
religious tradition, presupposes a unique kind of givenness; and most importantly, it 
calibrates the problems they encounter in their own terms and within that sphere of evi
dence. There are those who maintain that mystical experiences are everywhere; and 
some even go so far as to assert that 'we are all mystics' (Soelle 200l). Such a claim is 
understandable; it is based on the insight that epiphany, which qualifies an experience as 
religious, transpires in everyday experience, and that these experiences are 'open' to eve
ryone. I agree that the religious dimension of experience is a fundamental component of 
human experience-that is my point. I also agree that mystical experience should not be 
limited to the 'spiritual zenith of contemplation' (Soelle 200l: 14). Even if many of the 
mystics within the Abrahamic tradition, for example, could be called contemplatives, 
the mystical life is not to be equated with the contemplative life, because what qualifies 
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the mystics as such are their experiences, not the fact that they engage in contemplative 
practices. It is further clear that mystical elements can also be present in ordinary forms 
of experience, such as the experience of nature (Soelle 2001: 15). Mystical experiences 
take on various forms, and it would be premature on our part to assert in advance that 
they are just in the reach of a few privileged individuals. But this does not mean that eve
ryone is a mystic. Rather, strictly speaking, it means that mystical experiences are not 
within anyone's reach because they are not correlative to our efforts in the first place, as 
would be the case in the field of presentation; they are experienced as 'gifts: One can 
always strive to dispose oneself to the Holy, and one can always engage in rigorous spir
itual exercises and try to live a 'religious' life in this way, but it is not a foregone conclu
sion that mystical experiences will come about. 

I would further add, as we will also see below, that mystical experiences are in no way 
limited to experiences of union, and moreover, union is not even the point of the mys
tics' lives; rather, it consists in service to God, the redemption of the world, and the par
ticipation in establishing loving and justice. We lose the distinctiveness of mystical 
experiences when we run all spiritualities, traditions, and religious experiences together; 
we fail to appreciate the radical nature of self-abandonment, the moral rigour required 
for spiritual and material non-attachment, the unique demands placed on a life oriented 
in this way (and not just occasionally) that affords little time for squander or pause-and 
all this without any guarantee that something will come of it. Not everything is a mysti
cal experience, even if mystical experiences reveal what is most characteristic of a reli
gious experience. 

My own approach focused on the mystics of the Abrahamic tradition, and in particu
lar on three exemplary mystics: St Teresa of Avila, in the Christian tradition, Rabbi Dov 
Baer of Lubavitch, in the Jewish mystical tradition, and Ruzbihan Baqli, a sufi in the 
Islamic mystical tradition (Steinbock 2007). It is not that there are not other religious 
traditions that have the notion of person generally speaking, nor even spiritual tradi
tions that do not unfold on the basis of person at all-Zen Buddhism in the later case. 
Although it would be simplistic to lump all spiritual and religious traditions together 
and to speak of a unified mystical tradition, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam can be 
regarded as a whole because of their 'Abrahamic' character. In this respect, as a whole, 
they are essentially distinctive from, say, Zen Buddhism, Taoism, Hinduism, Shamanism, 
and so on-even though we can productively undertake comparative analyses between 
them and find striking similarities among them. Indeed, the latter have their own 
dimensions of spiritual practices and directednesses that are irreducible, and there is 
certainly no point in blurring their differences in the enthusiastic recognition of some 
common structures. 

But it is peculiar to the Abrahamic religious traditions that the experience of the abso
luteness of the Holy (sometimes expressed as the 'Oneness' of God) is expressly culti
vated. Because they live from the experienced Oneness of God, the mystics often share 
more with each other, even though they spring from different religions and religious 
backgrounds-something we witnessed in the early Middle Ages between the Jewish, 
Christian, and Islamic mystics-than do the mystics and 'believers' who belong to the 
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same confession. Among the mystics we can see a true ecumenical dialogue taking shape 
without any attempt to be ecumenical. 

1hus, when we compare a seemingly cross-cultural experience like the 'loss of self: 
we cannot be too quick to assert that it is experienced in the same way as voidness of 
own being, like we find articulated in Zen Buddhism. In the latter it would be grasped as 
a realization of the non-being of the self on the hither side of its being or non-being 
(sunyata). In the Abrahamic tradition it is a matter of self-surrender, self-abandon with 
a positive orientation toward the Holy, or an experience that comes to me ultimately 
from the Holy. 1hese are phenomenologically distinctive and irreducible experiences 
(see Zaehner 1961; Otto 1970). Even Foucault, who is more interested in 'religion' as an 
instrument of ' power', recognizes such a fundamental experiential difference in spiritual 
orientation: Zen and Christianity are incommensurable, for while the former is geared 
to attenuating the individual, the latter, in its emphasis on loving between God and the 
individual, is trained on individuation (Foucault 1999: 112). Such a phenomenological 
and experiential position goes against the claim, made for example by Soelle or Stace 
and Smart, that there is no experience of the Holy that is ultimately distinctive from 
other mystical or spiritual traditions or that it is basically the same experience in widely 
different cultures, only 'interpreted differently' (see Soelle 2001; Smart 1965; Stace 1960a, 
1960b). 

In the Abrahamic religious traditions, the interpersonal dimension becomes the spe
cific determination of religious experience. Let me emphasize that this perspective on 
religious experience is not an attempt to give a global narrative of 'the sacred: In this 
respect it cannot be 'comparative' in the sense that it deals with all religious traditions or 
various types thereof (Otto 1979; Zaehner 1961). It is not an attempt to survey all spiritu
alities from a putative neutral nowhere. The abstention from a surveying attitude does 
not arise, because there is such a vast quantity of religions that it would be impossible to 
do so. Rather, focusing on the Abrahamic mystics emerges from the singular integrity of 
sets of experiences. Further, just because there are religious possibilities that have been 
revealed other than the Abrahamic ones does not mean that the Abrahamic interper
sonal reality is somehow 'arbitrary'-a designation that William James would mislead
ingly give it (James 1961: 40-3). 

It is not possible to provide a case study here given restrictions of space. On the basis 
of their descriptions, it was possible to show (Steinbock 2007: Chapters 3-5) how a 
givenness in the religious sphere is distinguished in terms of its internal clarity, power 
and authority, and depth, as coming-from-elsewhere; its immediate, sudden, non-antic
ipatable quality such that each experience is given as 'complete', full, 'absolutelY: No 
matter what the level of experience, each givenness-understood as prayer-for exam
ple, prayer of quiet, prayer of spiritual delight, or the prayer of rapture (St Teresa of 
Avila), ecstasy-at the level of ruach/m1 or chayyahl;-l'n, or yechidahl';1'T'n' (Rabbi Dov 
Baer), or unveiling-be it the station oflaughter or annihilation (janal wj or subsistence 
baqal ~) (Ruzbihan Baqll )-is experienced as 'overabundant' -suggesting a different 
kind of presence. The Holy is not partially given in the experience, not present and 
absent like the presentation of the front side and reverse side of an object, but given 
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'fully'. Indeed, if we wish to equate fullness with objects of presentation, then we would 
have to say that epiphanic given ness peculiar to religious experience generally and mys
tical experience specifically is 'over-full: superabundant, and as in the refrain of the mys
tics, 'without measure'. 

To say that this presence is experienced absolutely and fully, however, does not mean 
that the Holy is exhausted in this experience; but if the experience is surpassed by an 
ever deepening presence, or if it is renewed, it takes place uniquely. Furthermore, these 
kinds of presence are qualified as sudden, coming on of their own accord, spontaneous, 
creative, immediate, without any sense of our being able to anticipate or control them. It 
is God who is 'active' in relation to which our participation in the experience is 'passive': 
we do not cause or provoke epiphanic givenness; it is experienced as grace; our 'activity', 
as it were, is receiving. But the Holy is 'received' in such a way that this reception alters 

the structure of experience itself, and this makes a qualitative difference in how we live 
with others and in the world. 

Furthermore, regarding the evidence peculiar to this sphere of experience, an investi
gation of first-person descriptions by the mystics of the Abrahamic tradition shows a 
unique style of givenness that cannot be reduced to the presentation of objects or the 
other person. It shows that the mystics do not reduce God to an object of knowledge; 
they do experience God as a perceptual or theoretical object, a representation, or an 
absent present. It would reveal a 'relation' that is not a correlation. 

In and through the very experiencing itself that the mystics report, pervasively, a 
'cross-cultural' distinction (within the Abrahamic mystics at least) between (a) what 
correlates to the provocation of my efforts (passive or active) as what can be 'acquired' 
as an experience, and (b) the experience of the Holy that is essentially beyond my 
efforts, which cannot be acquired as an experience and which is experienced as 
'infused', as 'divine', as by 'grace', or as a privileged 'station'. This 'beyond my efforts', 
however, is not to be confused with a waiting around, as if passivity would be a nega
tion of activity. One's efforts are expressed as study, meditation, vocal prayer, as well as 
an ardent 'going out toward' God and neighbour. But if my efforts or my activities are 
called into question, it is not because I stop them; rather, it is because they are 'stilled' 
from the outside, held in check by having been occupied in another way-in this case, 
by God. 

The virtue of such descriptions lies in the attempts to show that there is 'something 
else' going on here, beyond the presentation of objects. But it is a sign of capriciousness 
to assume that one must equate 'experience' and 'presence' with the presentation of 
objects-that is, with a 'having' of things, perceptually or epistemically, or with an 
accomplishment initiated by the self. It is an insidious form of positivism to force all 
experiences into the noesis-noematic logic of appearance and fulfilment under the 
rubric of being true to 'evidence'. It only highlights the prejudice that presentation 
exhausts experience, and that presentation somehow comes first and gets to claim expe
rience for itself. If we take givenness seriously, then it would go against the very grain of 
the given itself to hold that, for example, God is not 'experienced' just because 'it' is given 
in a radically different way. 
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Religious experience is not immune to what we might call 'modalizations' of that 
experience. Indeed, having its own difficulties is what also makes it a unique sphere of 
experience. In this case, one might undergo experiences of self-deception or self
delusion, temptations, self-doubt or pride, distractions and concessions that creep in 
little by little, and so on. Examples of corroborating evidence include a confessor or spir
itual master (the role of which we find in all three mystical traditions), or the historical 
efficacy of the experience, or again, Scripture, the service of God, love of neighbor, 
humility, and so on. 

The recognition of the different quality of givenness in religious experience has, as 
suggested, important implications for the matter of religious evidence. When we think 
of evidence in the modern world-view, we appeal to its ability to be repeated, not just by 
me, but by others. As such, evidence as a mode of ideality becomes an aspect ofjustifica
tion, something that I can explain and something that I or others can redo. In religious 
experience, self-evidence does not exhibit this structure of ideality and corroboration. 
In the first place, it is nothing T accomplish or there for me or another subject to redo. 
Even though it is given, it is not there anytime we want it. In the second place, since the 
experiences are spontaneous, creative, unique, owing to 'person' and the personal nature 
of loving, there is nothing 'to redo or that could be repeated like an ideal object. This 
does not mean that this evidence lacks a structure all its own or that we cannot see com
monalities across cultures within the Abrahamic tradition, or again, that we cannot pur
sue a similar path. But if there is any kind of interpersonal 'ideality', it would be found in 
the structure of exemplarity-that is, in living as another, past, present, or future, and 
not like another. Consequently, the corroboration of religious evidence in the mode of 
self-evidence occurs within the style of religious experiencing itself, and cannot be 
expected to conform to a style of confirmation alien to it, like when the geometer appeals 
to the ideality of self-evidence in repetition. 

One can certainly submit an experienced presence, the givenness of the Holy in the 
form of 'prayer: 'ecstasy', or 'unveilings' to interpretation. Such religious experiences are 
embedded in a religious tradition and in the individual's personal relation to the Holy. 
St Teresa of Avila, for instance, constantly attempts to 'test'-after the fact-whether a 
particular givenness (say, a prayer of quiet, a prayer of spiritual delight, a prayer of rap
ture) is actually from God or from another source, such as self-delusion. One way of 
testing cited by her looks for what we can call the 'historical efficacy' of prayer-namely, 
if the experience leaves one 'calm', rather than frustrated, if the virtues flourish, and so 
forth. There is also an imperative interpersonal dimension to understanding prayer in 
St Teresa's writings, ecstasy in Rabbi Dov Baer, and unveilings in Ruzbihi'ln Baqli
namely, in the form of relating and discussing the experiences with a confessor or mas
ter. This can be understood as an interpersonal hermeneutical endeavour. 

The danger, however, is to say that hermeneutics at this level is employed in order to 
ascertain the evidence of prayer, ecstasy, and unveiling (something that we find con
stantly at stake in the mystics); to say that religious experience given 'at the pleasure of 
God' is nuanced by the richness of the historical context is to my mind different from 
saying that the presence of God emerges only from a dialectical interplay or negotiation 
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of meaning (passive or active). One can identify an epistemological feature here insofar 
as there is a concern with what we would call evidence; but this does not mean that God 
is experienced as an epistemological object. The interpretation of the presence of the 
Holy is a formidable undertaking, if one wishes to call the practice of what is known 
generally as the 'discernment of spirits' an interpretative enterprise, then I would concur 
(see Ignatius 1991: 113-214). I only hedge calling this 'hermeneutics' if one identifies the 
hermeneutics of experience as a process of dealing with perceptual or epistemic objects. 
What we must avoid at all costs is a new type of positivism that creeps in under the name 
of hermeneutics. In this case, givenness could only be a relative givenness dependent 
upon and subject to my interpretations, and what is given would have to fit into the logic 
of appearance and fulfilment in order to count as 'true' experience. A hermeneutics of 
religious experience must itself be situated and relativized by religious experience, its 
unmistakable features made salient by a givenness that it is incapable of producing. 

Evidence peculiar to the religious sphere (like the evidence in the moral sphere, say, of 
the love of another person) is only given with a 'logic' or a 'style' that is intrinsic to that 
dimension of experience, and in and through that concrete experience. It cannot be 
adjudicated by mutual agreement, for example, coming from a shared perceptual life, by 
making the experience 'accessible to all', by explaining it in terms of physiological or 
psychological abnormalities, or by 'measuring the spiritual'. One cannot make a reli
gious experience happen like one cannot make another person love. In this respect, one 
cannot 'access' God. Being disposed toward an experience or even evoking an experi

ence is not the same a producing or provoking an experience. 
But if religious experience is so 'singular', one may wonder whether the so-called idio

syncrasy of the mystics is really not just a sign of their pathology, or whether psychoses are 
not really just what religiously inclined folks want to call mystical experiences. The writ
ings of the famed Dr Schreber, analyzed and popularized by Freud, highlight some of the 
difficulties in discerning differences in such experiences (Freud 1963: 103ff). For example, 
Dr Schreber writes lucidly from his first -person perspective about being in direct commu
nication with God, of having a mission to redeem the world and to restore it to its lost state 
of bliss, of being the recipient of divine miracles Crays of God'), of becoming God's wife, of 
assuming passivity in relation to God, of bodily functions being evoked miraculously by 
God, of regarding 'God Almighty' as his ally, of suffering and privation for God, and so on. 
He also notes that his experiences exceed human understanding; the 'divine revelations' 
cannot be expressed adequately within the confines of human language, and for this rea
son he must resort to 'images and similes' (Schreber 2000). Are these not religious experi
ences and attempts at expression like any other we have encountered? 

There were of course 'nuances' to these experiences. For example, Dr Schreber 
describes, in an attitude of both rebelliousness and reverence, God not needing to be 
acquainted with living human beings, since he only needed to have intercourse with 
corpses; he maintains that God is only 'nerve'; he writes of his emasculation by God as a 
precondition for a new race of humans being created, of his 'voluptuousness' as a taste of 
bliss, of his right to scoff at God-a right that belongs to him alone and not to others
and of his identification with Jesus Christ. 
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We must note several things here. First, the attempt to evaluate these descriptions, to 
the extent possible, is the attempt often referred to, within a religious context, as the dis
cernment of spirits. Is not Freud himself attempting this, if only in an ambivalent way or 
against his intentions? On the one hand, Freud immediately situates Schreber's writings 
within the framework of psychopathology-due in some part, perhaps to Schreber's 
own self-diagnosis. His ideas are said to be of a pathological origin; he is assumed to be a 
paranoiac and delusional. 

Second, within the context of religious experience the relation between the mystic 
and 'religious paranoia' may not always be clear for us. If the mystics, as I mentioned 
above, are 'hyper-normal', then what it means to be normal, as it is unfolding within 
human experience, is still in the process of becoming normal, in the process establishing 
norms within experience. The religious life is in this sense optimalizing, normalizing, in 
the dynamic sense (Steinbock 1995: Sec. 3). There is not a final sense of normality already 
worked out in advance, outside of human experience that we could then apply to that 
experience. If there is a difference between the 'normal' in the sense of optimalizing, and 
the pathological, it is a difference that lies in the integrity of the religious experience 
itself, and is not in its conformity to a stock set of external standards. Furthermore, we 
cannot rule out the possibility that one could have religious insights, mystical experi
ences, and then lose them, misunderstand them, or misinterpret their significance, not 
just intellectually, but at the core of one's being. It is entirely possible that psychoses be 
taken as mystical experiences, mystical experiences as psychoses, or genetically speak
ing, that mental pathologies had originated as mystical experiences. 

Religious experience as I have been explicating it, is fundamentally open, 'genera
tive' (optimalizing), and not closed. It is not susceptible to a definitive clarity. Does this 
mean, then, that phenomenology must abandon any and all critical perspective of'dis
cernment'? Although one cannot discern, say psychoses from mystical experiences 
with absolute clarity and definitiveness (since the experiences arise within Generativity 
and have to be taken up within 'it'), we can note some clues for discernment, clues sug
gested by these mystics' experiences, but nevertheless clues that do not provide a final 
key for dispelling the mystery in which we find ourselves. For example, to repeat some 
of the features disclosed by the mystics and on the basis of the authority of their expe
riences (the mystics-whom, I admit, I identify on the whole as having mystical 
experiences or who live a religious life-an unavoidable hermeneutical problematic), 
we could ask: are the experiences expansive or narrowing? Do the experiences lead one 
to embrace all levels of reality or to shrink back from existence? Are the 'effects' of 
prayer that one live in the service of God, love of neighbor, welcoming the stranger, or 
do they yield the shunning of others? Is there a devotion to God more than the devo
tion to the idea of God? Is one left cold, frustrated, indifferent, or with a sense of calm 
and 'interior peace'? Do the experiences open one to deeper values, or limit what can 
appear as value? Is the attitude toward 'nature' a devaluation of it through ressentiment, 
or a revaluation of it in relation to spirit? Does a later experience or insight disclose 
something about a former one? Is one left humble or prideful? Is one left fixated on the 
'communications', 'visions', 'locutions'? Is there service or devotion despite the 'gifts'? 
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Do the experiences tend toward the abandonment of self, or toward the attachment to 
self and to things? 

These kinds of questions and orientations to experience do not set out to prove the 
validity of one experience over another, but only suggest the issues that pertain to this 
sphere of experience. The main point is that religious dimension can meaningfully be 
described as an experience that it has its own style of evidence and modalization that is 
discernible only within that sphere. 

5 CONCLUSION 

Since Kant, the question of the philosophical accessibility of God and of a 'religious 
experience' has been thrown into relief by delimiting the religious (and God) from expe
rience, and by equating experience with having an object of knowledge. Presupposing 
the presentation of perceptual and categorial objects as the parameters of experience, 
phenomenology has exposed the limits of this mode experience. In effect, it has exposed 
the limits of experience which take place on a featured model of givenness, and simulta
neously opened phenomenology to what is beyond this style of givenness. In being 
attentive to givenness-to the matters in the ways in which they given themselves and 
are given-phenomenology opened itself to modes of givenness that do not necessarily 
conform to the presentation of perceptual and categorial objects, but to kinds of given
ness that nevertheless count in human experience. In this way, phenomenology has been 
obligated to give constitutive and structural account of these experiences, and to the 
extent possible, without prejudice. This article has been concerned with religious expe
rience. And although we all might have a peculiar access to this kind of experience, it is 
with the help of the first-person description of mystical experiences that give us our first 
clue to the unique order of givenness, with its inherent difficulties and pitfalls and which 
outline its own style of evidence, irreducible to other kinds of human experience. 

In this openness, we could actually find several kinds of givenness that go beyond the 
presentation of objects, what I have called elsewhere 'vertical' givenness. They include 
not only the epiphanic givenness peculiar to the religious sphere, but the 'revelation' of 
the other person, the 'manifestation' of the product as the icon of cultural production, 
the 'disclosure' of the Earth as earth-ground, and the 'display' of elements. It is the 
broader task of phenomenology to give an account of these unique kinds of evidence 
with its own irreducible sphere of experience, and as well, the ways in which they are 
intertwined and enhance one another in human experience. 
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