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This study is concerned with the nature. of relig.ious
experiences. rt involves a.n analysis of two substantive
issues. First, it explores three taxonomic relationships
which are based on Roclney stark's "A Taxononry of Religious
Experience" (G1ock anc stark 196b: s9). These relationships
are: (1) Do religious experiences vary according to the

frecluency of their occu.rrence? (2) Are religious ex-
periences progressive in nature, (e.g. will a lower order

experience have occurred before a higher orcler experience

will occur?) (3) can relipçious experiences be ranked

according to their salience for an inciiviciual in a specifiecl
manner?

The second substantive concern arises from the

adoption of the view that reli-gious experiences are not
solely an individual phenomenon, but rvi.r1 have social
contexts and. correlates related to thei.r occurr:ence. The

relation.ships of eight social variables to the occurrence

of religious experiences were examined.

The ana.lysis lvas basecl on the responses of a city
wide sample of 7oB youth, ages rs-24, in cargary, Alberta,
to a questionnaire concerning religious and social attitudes
and behaviour in r97r. Percentage, scalograrn and correlation
analysis were employecl in the a.nal.ysis of the d.ata.

i
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The results of these procedures indicated that

religious experiences do vary in the frequency of their
occurrence, although not as speci-fica1Iy expected by Stark's

taxonomy. they tr','ere also founcl to be , in general , progres-

sive in nature. Ilowever, there cculd be no taxonomic rank-

ing for the salieney of these experiences. But, as a
result of the anal5zs1s a Guttman scale of five experiences

was founci rvhich serveC as the basis for the analysis of the

social context of religious experiences. It should be notecl

tha.t this scale was composed of only positi.ve religious
experiences as the negative experiences were found. to

constitute a separate dj.mension of religious experiences.

Further, religious experiences were founcl to have

definite social contexts and correlates. In particular,

four social variables (religious beliefs, the present

importance of religion, the regularitSz of pra.yei:, ancl the

frequency of attendance at religious services) were founcl

to explain fifty percent of the variation in the occurrence

of religious experiences.

1l-

The conclusions indicate a neecl for further and

more precise research concerning the nature ancl. the soeial

contexts associated with the occurrence of religious ex-

periences. Additionally, there is an indication for the

beginnings of a new model of religiosity which would- have

ideological commitment at the center. The remaincler of an

individual's reli6Siosity would then be seen as a ma.nifesta-

ticn of this basic commitnlent.
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OVERVIEV'/ OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCES

Preliminarv Staternent of Sub.ject and Plan of Study

The ercpirical study of religi-ous experiences is a"n

area of inquiry in v'hich surprisingly litt1e research has

been done. The initia.l attempts at scientific inquÍry into
this phenomenon occurred arounci the turn of the century.

The classical approach to this subject rvas psychological.

It is not surprising to find the classical writers consider-

ing the occurrence of religious experiences to be an indi-
vidual phenomei;on. Two of the most inf luential rvriters of

this time were V¡illiam Janes and .Tarnes Leuba. Both approach-

ed the study of religious experiences from a qualitatir,'e

perspective. James ( I9O2 ) atternptecl a classif ication of

rel.igious expe:riences using broad, existing religious

C}IAPTER T

cateE¡ories , e . g. conversion anc'l mysticisrn. I\,loreover, in. his

d,iscussion of the experiences r'¡hich f e11 into these categories,

he dwelt hea.vily on in depth descriptions of various individual
experiences. The experiences he describecl we¡:e of various

magnitudes ranging from an individua.l feeling the presence

of God to raptuous visions

Leuba (1925), on the other ha.nd, ïuas solely interested

in the raptuous experÍ.ences and not those of the common

nan. The bulk of his work r,vas eoncerned with the experiences

1
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of various saintly types of indivicluars whose experiences

were particularl5z vivid and out of the orclinary. Leuba,

himserf, acldressed this point when he stated, "These mystics,
it ma.y be said, are not the most rvorthy of aclnjration. They

are rather extravagant instances, all or most of whom

suffered fror,r some form of nervolrs insta.bility, if not

hysteria" (Leuba 1925:56). rn adclition, Leurra also ga.ve

sone consid.eration to the physical means of proclrrcing some

f orms of ecstacy or religious experience, e.g. the ing-estion
of various drugs, isolation, cì.eprivatian of food, etc.

In addition to the ps¡rchological approach, early
sociologists (e.g. Durkheim, I1ST; Troeltsch, 1960; and

v,'eber, r963) v/ere arso eoncerned with religious experiences.
I'Iowever, in their stuclies religious experiences \,vere treatec,

on a much more general leve1 as a pa-rt of a general theory of
religion. rt was not r-rntil the ear"ly 1g60,s that sociolo-
gists became concerned with the quantifica,tion of religious
experi.ences. This first took the form of charres Glock's
work "on the stucy of Religious commitment" (Glock and stark
1965:18) in rvhich he proposed that the sturiy of religiositSr
could be separatecl into five dimensions. one of the five
dimensions he proposed was carled. the experiential which rvas

Cescribed by him as follows:

. all of those feelings, perceptions,
and sensaticns which are experJ_enced by
an actor or clefined b5' a religious group
as involvj.ng some conmunication, hot,,e\zer
slight, with a d.ivine essence, i.e. rvith
God, with ultirnate reality, v,,ith trans-
cendental authority. (1965:20)
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r/ihi1e many researchers have entered into the cis-
cussion as to the multidinnensionality of rerig.iosity and

thus l'/ere tangentially concerned with religious experiences,
few researchers have attemptec, any research dea,Iing precisely
with these phenomena. ïIorvever, one researche:: in particular
has considerecl religious experiences to be worthy of scien-
tific inquiry sui generis. This person is Roclney stark,
rvho has been closely associa.ted wittr the work of Glock.

stark (Glock and stark 196b:39) acropted the definition of
religious experience set forth above. Then on the basis
of this definition he positecl a taxonomy, or classification,
of religious experience. IIe suggested four types which

were distinguished from each other by ctiffering degrees of
comnlunication with the clivine

rt shoulcl L;ê noted that stark's adoption of the above

definition of religious experience is consi stent v¡ith the
classical write::s mentionec aborze. Both Leuba. and Janes

considerecl sonìe fornn of contact or communication with the
divine as essential for a religious experience to occur.
Leuba, for example, d.efined mystical (a tern which can be

talien, f or the pu::poses at hand, to be synonyrnous u,i_th

religious experience) as ". any experience taken by the

experiencer to be a contact or union of the self ivith a

la.rger-than-se1f, be it ca.Iled the Tiorld-Spirit, God the
Absolute or: otherv,'ise." (Leuhra 1g2b:I)

i-Iowever, the commonality of the classical approach

and the approach of Stark is basically limited_ to tire
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definitional realm. Stark (Glock ancl Stark 19G5:151), in a

stucly subsequent to his taxonomy, clrastically cleviated from

the elassical approach. Rather tha,n viewing the occurrence

of religious experiences as an indiviclual phenomenon, -stark

viewed such experiences as often normative and socially
supported types of behaviour. To yea.Iize the relevance of
such an approach to the study of religious experience, one

only has to attend a fundamentalist revival service 'rvhere

there is not only social support for the occurrence of
religious experiences, but the expectation tlnat su.ch ex-

periences will occur. From this position, Stark then proceedecl

to specify some social variables which \rùere found tc be

associated with the occurrence of reli¡1ious experiences.

Stark's view concerning the social qualities of
religious experiences has been followeci by other researchers.

Bourque ancl Back (1968) and Rourque (1969) were interested
in the differences between religious and- aesthetic experiences.

They were concernecl with su-ch social variables as cliffering
social ba.ckgrounds, differing personality cha.racteristics,
differing' values and d-iffering situations in which the

experiences occurred.

Following frorn these previous works, Raymoncl Currie
(1973) did a survey of the reli.gious and social attitudes
and beha.viour of young people (a.g'es \5-24) in Calgary,

Alberta. Currie's operationalization of relig'ious experiences

was a direct extension of stark's classification scheme.

The data regarding such experiences anc other varia,bles



u'hich will be considerecl have been made avai.lable to this
author for analysis.

The present study follows from the above ¡nentioned

v¡orks and lvill primarily be concerned- rvith two substantive

issues. First , attention will be clirectecl to Stark's

taxonom)¡ to see if it is a, vali.cl representation of the types

of experiences and their interrelationships. The second

coneern is an attempt to specify some meaninglful social
variables which a're related to the occltrrence of religious
experiences. In doing' this, Stark's work v¡il1 not only be

replicated, but extended in ser¡era1 area,s. Other varj.ables,

which are not discussed by pr.evious researchers will also

be consiclered.

Ëpssl-t¿-æl.lea-eI
and Implications

Since the present study draws hea.vily on Stark's
v¡ork, and Currie's operationalization of the experiential
variable rvas a.l.so basecl on Stark, the logical starting place

fora review of the relevant literature is with Stark's

I_UeIpnJL:.I_ne t i gious Expe r i e

5

Relevant Literature
for Analvsis

taxonony. As noted prerziously, Stark stated there are four

basic types of religious experiences. ije outlinecl these as

fo1lov,'s:

The confirming experience--the human aetor
simply notes (fee1s, senses, etc. ) the existence
or presence of the ciivine actor.
The responsive exper:ience--mutual presence is
acknowledged, the ciivine is perceivecì as noting
the presence of the human actor.

2
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3. The ecsta.tic experience--the a\.vareness of mu-tual
presence is replaced b¡' an affective relation-
ship akin to love or f riencf strip.

4. The revelational experience-*the human actor
perceives himself as a confidant or a fel-lowparticipant in action with the divine aetor.(Glock and Stark 1965:43)

rn addition, stark indicated that each of these four
types of experiences conld be d.ivided into va.rious sub-

dinensions. rt should be notecl that stark, in his "social
contexts of Rerigious Experiencel' (1965:151), ctid. not attempt

to operationa,lize all types or subdimensions of experiences

in this stucly. He only operationalizecr the following types;
the confirming and the responsive, the latter being sub-

divided into two items, one dealing with a sense of being

saved in christ and the other concerning being punished by

God. He stated his reasons for this as follows:
One reason for these omissr'ons (the
ecstatic and revelational types), aside
from the fact that â- lack of a clear con-
ceptual scheme at the tíne made the choice
somewhat fortuitous, lvas that it was
little imagined how frequentl.y moclern
Christians would report religious experiences.
Iterns a.imed at the rnore complex ancl inti-
mate types of religious encounters seemed_,
then, as too extrenre to be credible.
(Glock anci Stark 1965:1b7)

Howerzer, âs v¡i11 be seen, religious experiences dicl

not appear as esoteric as supposed by starh. From this
perspective, currie (1973) attempted to operationalize other
types of experiences based. on stark's taxonomy. Dfeasures

a.re available for three subdimensj-ons of the responsirre type
experience and for two subdimensions of the revelational.
In addition, the ecstatic experience was also operationalizeci.



The subctimensions of the responsive anci revelational types

may be outlinecl as follows:

The responsive experience

A. salvational à feeling that one

B. miraculous a sense that God has
h.elpeci the person.

C. sanctioning a feeling of being
for something done.

The revelational experience

B. commission ã" feeling that God has told the
human actor to clo something for him.

In ad-dition, one other type of religj-ous experience

wã.s operationalized by Currie. This was a fear of Gocl.

This item was included by Currie partially on the basis of

Otto (1966) rvho indica.ted that "a.we" of the clivine playecl- a

significant role in the development of rnost religions.

Otto's position was that this sense of "awe" survives alonpç

with the benevolent vierv of the divine. I'Ie stated,

Even when the rvorship of 'daemons' has long
since reached the higher' level of rvorship of
'gods,' these gods still retain as numina
sõmething of the 'ghost' in the impffi_
they make on the feelings of the worshipper,
viz. the peculiar quality of the 'uneannyl
and 'aweful, ' which survives with the
quality of exaltedness and sublimity or is
symbolized b]' rneans of it. (7.966:]^7)

trthile not specifiecl in Stark's taxonoffiy, this iteni is relevant

for this study as it is similar to a. category of classifica-

tion used by Bourque (1969) wbich rvas basecl on Glock's

A. enlightenment a. feeling that God has shared sonle
sort of information with the human
actor.

ha"s been saved.

miraculously

punished by GoC

7
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(Gloct< and sta.rk 1965:18) d-iscussion of the exper.iential
dimensions of religiosity. rn this author's opinion this
item should resemble either a confirninq or a responsive
e><perience on the grounds that such â.n encounter is not likely
to enta.il intimate cornnlunication.

ïn brief, this study lvi11 be concerned with measuring

the following types and subtypes of religious experiences:
(1) the confirming

(2) the revelational
à. salvational

b. miraculous

c. sancti.oning

(3) the fearful
(4) the ecstatic
( 5 ) the revelat iona_l

a. enlightenment

b. commission

Now that the types of religious experiences which

will be considered in this study have been deliniated ancl

realizing that one of the basic concerns of this study is
with the validity of stark's taxonony, it will be useful to
look at t\l'o of the specifica.tions ma.cle by stark rega.rding
his taxonomy. First, there shoulcl be variations in the
relative frequencies of different types of religious ex-
periences. And, seconci, relip¡ious experiences should be à

progressive phenornenon, i. e. one woulcl. have a. lower order
religious experience before ha.ving a higher order exnerience.
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Starlç's orclering of the types of religious experiences

was proposed as à continuum ana1a6çous to various degrees

of personal j-nteraction. For exanple, he sugçgests that

behaviour nay range frorn sin¡ple greetings, to à feeling of

affection, to intimate cornmunication. A peïson will have

more friends he will simpl¡z greet than he will have friends

u'ith whom he shares intimate communication.

Likewj-se, even among f riends lvith rvhom he shares

intj.mate comn¡unication, most of the interactiou will take

place at the lower level of intimacy; not at the higher.

Further, initial conmunication shoulcl begin at the less

intimate a.nc'[ may or may not move to a higher inti-macy level.

Viev¡ed in this light, one would expect that in rega::ds to

frequency, the four basic types could be ord.erecl from most

frequent to least frequent in the following ma.nner: confirm-

ing, responsive, ecstatic, revelational. Also, if religious

experiences a"re a profiressive phenornenon, a person reporting

an experience which â.ssumes intimate conmunication (e.g.

an ecstatic experience) shou-lcl" also have had- a lor','er, less

intirnate, experience (e. g. a confirmin€i experience ) . Starkts

discussion concerning frequency and- progression, it should

be noted, was limi-tecl to the basic types of reli-gious

experiences. The possible interrelationships of the sub-

types were not specified.
Stark (G1ock ancl Stark 1965:151) attempted to cl.iscern

the two above assumptions \¡¿ere verifiable. This was d-one

the basis of responses to a survey questionnaire a.dmini-

if
on
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stered- to a sample of church members in southern california.
Iie found that the lower order experience, the confirming, had

in fact occurred mor:e frequently than the higher types. l

Ilore respond-ents were either "sure" or "thought" they had

the confirming experience (TB% of. the protestants and 66% of
the Ronnan catholics) than were either "sure" or "thought"
they had either subdimension of the responsive experience
(salvational: 5g% of the protestants and 4g% of the Ronian

Catholics; sanctioning: 4I% of the protestants anÍ 5J%

of the Roman Catholics).

However, Stark rvas not only postul.ating that the
lower order experiences would occur more frequently, but,
also that religious experiences were a progressive phenomenon.

To test this assumption, stark c.rosstabulated the occurrence

of the confirming and the responsive salvational. types of
experiences. of those respondents who were "sure" they hacl

the responsive salvational experience, i.e. the higher order
one, 81 percent were arso "sure" they hact the confirming

experience. An ad,ditional 15 percent incìicated they "tltought"
they had the confirrning experience. rn al1 g6 percent of
those who were "sure" they hacl the salvational experience

reported the confirming_ experience. Apparently then,
stark's assumption that rerigious experiences would be

llt should be remernberecl that Stark only opera-tionalizecl the confirming, the responsive sarva-tiona.l ancithe responsi.ve sanctioning types of experiences. This , ofcourse must be consi-dered rvhen looking at this ancl sub-
sequent findines.



progressive in na.ture was supported.

research. Bourque (1969) asl<ecl her responcjents if they hacl

ever had a religious experience ancl, if So, they were asl<eo1

to clescribe their experienc.e(s). rt is important to note t]nat

70 percent of the descriptions of varj-ous experienees rvere

classifiable uncler categories contained in stark's ta.xonomy.

ïIou¡ever, at the same time, the::e is an inclication of a

possibre problem with the proposecl freq.uency orclering of the

experiences. I\{ore responses were cocled into a- category of
"revelation of some truth" than in a category of "poü,er,

presence of supernatural. " This, of course, is contrary
to Stark's taxononry where the revelational type of ex-
perience should- be the 1ea.st f requent experience. But,

since Bourque d.oes not repoi:t the specif ie coding instructions,
it would be premature to malie any decision concerning the

validity of Stark's taxonomy on this basis.

In addition to looking at the two taxonomic rela-
tionships regarding frequency and progression, the present

study will unclertake a logicar extension of stark's taxonomy.

This will be to propose a ranlç-orclering of the major types

of experiences in terms of their saliency. Iiihile rel.igious
experiences requiring a- lesser clegree of intimacy between

the human actor and the divine are rikely to be the most

frequent, those types whictr stress moïe intimate concmuni-

cation (e.g. the ecsta.tic a.nd revela.tional) shoulcl_ be the
most salient. trtiri-zíng the friendship analogv aga-in, it

Stark's taxonomy also gains strpport from other

I1
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is most tikely that a peïson rvi11 consicler intimate cornmuni-

cation or love between himself ancl the other actor as being
more irnportant than simple greetings rvith the incìividuar.
Therefore, cne v¡oulo expect the rank-orclering of the types
of religious experiences in terms of saliency to be in the
reverse order from that stipulatecl for frequency. That is,
the revelational should be the most salient an<i the confirm_
ing the least salient. The availabLe cata allows this assump-

tion to be tested.

The inlportance of this approach to religious ex-
periences, in this author's opinion, lies in the faet tha.t

there is litt1e likelihood that relj-gious experiences v¡ou1d

have a substantial irnpact on the attitucl-es ancl behaviour of
the respondents who report such experiences if they are not
consiclered to be importa.nt.

Sociat Context o_f Reliå&us Xxperietnces_

The present study is not sor.ely concernecr with
stark's taxonomy. The second najor concern is the identi-
fication of socia.l variables associated with the occurrence
of re1-igious experiences. The iclentification of such variables
is in¡portant since this stucry ad-opts stark's view of reli-
gious experj-ences as not being soIeIy an indiviciuat phenomen_

oD, but a phenomenon that also has a socÍa1 context. Fron
tiris perspective, a review of the relevant literature woulcl

be beneficial in indicating some important variables associat-
ed with religious experiences.
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Following Starli's analysis of the data relating to
his taxonomy, he examineci the ::elationship betrveen denonli-

national affiliation and the occurrence of religious ex-

periences. By forming a sinple index from the responses to
his three experiential items ,' n" found that wicle differences

existecl among some of the denominations. For example, the

Southern Baptists in his sample hacl 97 percent scoring high

on his experience index. This was in contrast to the

Presbyterians who had 52 percent scoring hig'ir. According

to this there does exist some relationship between clenomi-

national affiliation and the occurrence of religious ex-

periences.

Hou'ever, Stark continued by stating:
One importa.nt Ìva\¡ in whieh these d.enomina-
tions differ is the degree tc r','hich they
constitute quasi-primarv groups. The more
liberal bodies resemble oceasional a,udiences
or focused crowcls, while the more conserva-
tive groups tend to resemble mor.al comrnuni-
ties in the Durkheinlian sense of the lvord.
That is, the conservative respondents not
only attach great importance to their church
mernbership, as ind.eed the liberals do too,
but their ccngregation sel:ves as a Trrim4ry
source cf infcrrnal social rel-at j.cns. ( Italics
în-The orifinalTTcTocl.. a.ndTtaETg65: t63) .

From this, Stark explorecl the relationship betrveen

inforrnal social ties, clenominational a.ff ili_ation a.nd the

incid.ence of religious experiences. Ire controlred for the

number of one' s best f riends whc' were al so nembers of ttle

2_-Formed. by
one point for a "I
à "No" response.

assigning two
think I have"

points for a.

response; and,
"st'rret' response;
no points for



T4

respondentts local congregation in the previ.cusly reported.

relationship. Analysis of the resu.lts of this procedure

indicated a red.uction of sorne of the prerzious clifferences
anong the denominations. For s¡¿¡rp1e, r00 percent of those

southern Raptists who hacl four or five of their closest
friencls in their congregation scorecl. high on the experiential.
index, while the Presbyterians meeting the same criteria. had

78 percent score high. rnformal social ties thus reduced

sone o:[ the initial dif ferences arnong- the denor¡inations.

stark further noted that perhaps a more significant
result of this analysis u'as the fact that within some of the

more liberal churches , (e. g. lfethod-ist , protestant Epis-

copal, etc.) there existed sociar groupings which resemblecl

those found a.rnong funcamentarists. They were much more

rikely to ha.ve reported the oec.nrrence of rerigious ex-
periences than were their fe11ow rnembers rvho clicl not share

this prinrary type of bond. rvith others in their. congregation.

irowever, there still existed consicierable variation
L'etween many of the denomina.tions. stark felt that this
could be explained, in part, by the differing theological
orientations of the various denominations. To test this
a.ssumpti.on, he cornpared the relationship between cl_enomina-

tionar a.ff ilia.tion anci relig'ious experiences controlring
for religious beliefsS to the zero-orcler relationship between

3},l.urn*.d 
b5z the Index of

developed by Glock and Stark. It
concerning belief in God, the Devi
and Bib1ical miracles. (GIock and

Religious Orthodoxy as
is basecl on four questions
1, the divinity of Jesus
Stark 1965: 166 )


