A Classification of Different Kinds of Human Experience
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Obviously the individual is capable of undergoing a wide variety of human experiences in life. Broadly speaking these experiences may be divided into primary and secondary experiences, or what are sometimes called ordinary and extraordinary experiences, or what others refer to as outer and inner experiences. Perhaps the clearest classification is simply that of sense-experience and depth-experience.

Ordinary experiences may be described as those everyday subject-object encounters we have in life. These experiences are primarily sense experiences and do not go beyond the external surface of life. Such experiences cover the coming and going of everyday activity. However, in addition to this external sense contact with the world, there are those special moments when we go below the surface of life to discover a deeper dimension which is not immediately evident. These extraordinary experiences disclose the existence of a "depth dimension" in human existence. This "depth dimension" in life is the point where we discover such diverse realities as truth, meaning, value and beauty. The discovery of these realities is made through the meditation of an ordinary human experience. As such the discovery is always indirect. We do not experience truth as an object like an apple hanging from a tree.

Bernard Lonergan distinguishes between the world of immediate experience and the world mediated by meaning. The world of immediate experience is the world in which the child moves and lives; it is the given world composed of the everyday sense data of seeing, touching and hearing. In contrast, the world mediated by meaning is the world of the adult; it is the world intended by questions, organised by intelligence, described by language and enriched by tradition. The movement by the individual from the world of immediate experience to the world mediated by meaning brings about a change in the life of the subject. Lonergan likens the transition from one world into the other world to the move by Plato's prisoners from the cave composed of dark images to the universe of light and brightness. The change requires a real adjustment in the life of the individual. For one thing it alters the quality of self-consciousness. In addition it opens up the presence of a whole new world of meaning. The world of meaning is not immediately or directly available to the individual. This does not mean that this world is any the less real. If anything it seems to suggest that "the really real" world is the world that lies both within and at the same time beyond the everyday world given in immediate ordinary experience. This movement by the subject from a world of objects out there into a world mediated by meaning opens up new horizons of human understanding.

It is within the realm of this new world of meaning generated by secondary depth-experience that we can begin to talk about what is involved in a religious experience. The underlying char​acteristic of a religious experience is that individuals find themselves called and drawn into a new relationship with that which is termed the Transcendent. From a structural point of view a religious experience follows the same pattern as that of a secondary depth-experience. A disclosure is made through the medium of a human experience. This disclosure is identified with what is called the religious dimension of life. To this extent every religious experience is always a depth-experience, though not every depth-experience is necessarily a religious experience. As a basic principle we can say that a religious experience is at one and the same time an experience of something else. It is this experience of "something else" which serves as the medium disclosing that dimension in life which is called religious. A more accurate way, therefore, of talking about religious experience would be to refer to the "religious dimension of human experience". In practice, however, this expression is often abbreviated into "religious experience." To put this in more traditional terms we might say that every religious experience is a sacramental experience.

The Peculiar Character of Religious Experience

Again, somewhat like the notion of experience itself, certain misunderstandings must be removed about the nature of religious experience. One of the most common misunderstandings is the suggestion that some kind of direct and immediate contact with the sacred is possible in religious experience. This outlook is based first of all on a mistaken view of the nature of experience itself. As already seen, the notion of experience, especially at the level of depth-experience, is a little more intricate than one of mere direct vision. A movement by the subject takes place which brings that subject beyond the visible frontiers of the empirical world into a new visible world mediated by meaning and depth.

A more serious difficulty arises, however, from this distorted view of religious experience. It is the implication that God is directly available to some people and/or that some people have direct access to God. These particular implications, however ill-conceived, take us into the very heart of most questions about the religious dimension of human experience.

It must be pointed out clearly that from the side of the human person it is extremely unlikely that the individual could sustain direct contact with God in this life. It has always been held, with justification, that we must first of all receive the grace of "the light of glory" in order to enter into the beatific vision with God. The purpose of "the light of glory" is to raise the individual up to a new level and capacity so as to be able to maintain the vision of God. Furthermore, St Paul reminds us vividly that in this life we see dimly as in a mirror but then we shall see him face to face. In addition we learn from St Thomas that whatever we know and experience is determined by our native capacity (finite and limited) to know and experience. These basic principles suggest that all human experiences of God are indirect, being mediated through our experience of creation and the revelation of God in Jesus. This suggestion is borne out by the Jewish and Christian traditions which hold that no one has seen God and lived. We must avoid, therefore, giving the impression that humanity has direct access to God.

From the side of God, we must be less assertive about the nature of religious experience. Obviously we cannot place limits on the action of God's self-communication to the individual in the world. Every religious experience is always a grace given by God to the person. Religious experience is never simply the result of human effort. If anything, it would appear that God comes to us in experience at times and in ways we least expect. The grace of God in the world, which comes to us through experience, more often than not disturbs us with its demands or surprises us with joy through its richness. Yet it must be remembered that God in the normal course of events and especially in the history of salvation addresses the person in the human condition. Grace grows from within nature; it does not bypass or destroy nature. The history of God's saving contact with people is one of gracious mediation through the experience of creation, history, the incarnation and the sacramental system of the Church.

Having challenged the view which says that religious experience involves "immediate" contact with God, we must also avoid the other extreme which holds that God is simply mediated through human experience. This could give the equally false impression that God is not experienced from the outset but is only inferred logically from something else. In this case God would arrive as some kind of third term subsequent to experience and, then, rather late and as some kind of stranger." In effect contact with God is severed because God appears to exist outside the pale of human experience. In the end God becomes an imaginative construct derived from the intramental activity of the subject.3

The question of religious experience is a little more complex. We must go beyond the alternatives of "immediate" and "mediate" experience of God. Instead, we would want to suggest that God is co-experienced and co-known through the different experiences and knowledge of the human subject. God is co-​present to us from the outset in all our experiences." With Aquinas we would want to hold that God is known implicitly in everything that is known." Religious experience enables us to see that which was already there in our experience but which we failed to acknowledge explicitly in the first instance. As already noted, a religious experience is always an experience of something else at one and the same time. It is an experience which involves the subject in the international activity of co-experiencing, co-knowing and co-discovering God in the world. 
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…There is the empirical level on which we sense, perceive, imagine, feel, speak, move. There is an intellectual level on which we inquire, come to understand, express what we have understood, work out the presuppositions and implications of our expressions. There is the rational level on which we reflect, marshal the evidence, pass judgement on truth or falsity, certainty or probability, of a statement. There is the responsible level on which we are concerned with ourselves, our own operations, our goals, and so deliberate about possible courses of action, evaluate them, decide and carry about our decisions.

All the operations on these four levels are intentional and conscious …

Our consciousness expands in a new dimension when from mere experiencing we turn to the effort to understand what we have experienced. A third dimension of rationality emerges when the context of our acts of understanding is regarded as, of itself, a mere bright idea and endeavour to settle what is really so. A fourth dimension comes to the fore when judgements on the facts is followed by deliberation on what we are to do about them. On all four levels we are aware of ourselves but, as we mount from level to level, it is a fuller self of which we are aware and the awareness itself is different.

Bernard Lonergan's imperatives that in seeking truth we ought:

Be attentive in Experiencing that uses the senses to probe reality
Be intelligent in Understanding that considers possibilities of one's experience;
Be reasonable in Judgment that chooses between possibilities; not all are reasonable;
Be responsible in Deciding that acts in accordance with the truth discerned 
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