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Introduction

Diverse sample studies taken from the extensive field of religion,
theology and religious studies reveal that ‘religious experience’ is today
clearly a pivotal issue. More specifically, this is made evident in modern
theological hermeneutics and in the anti-modern and/or post-modern
reactions thereto, the theology of wotld religions and inter-religious
dialogue, the contemporary resurgence of religiosity in Western society
and culture, and the so-called turn to religion in contemporary conti-
nental philosophy. It would appear from such studies thar the category
of ‘religious experience’ is frequently called upon to clarify or explain the
phenomenon of religion and religiosity on the one hand and to support
and legitimise religious positions or the critique thereof on the other.

Because of the loss of plausibility of tradition-bound religiosity and of
foundational, so-called onto-theological schemes, ‘religious experience’
has come to constitute, for many, the last (or latest) point of departure
and anchor for religion and religious thinking This is certainly the case
with respect to tendencies within contemporary Christian traditions and
theological reflection. In a multitude of ways and from a variety of dif-
ferent perspectives, ‘religious experience’ and ‘experience of transcen-
dence’ or ‘of the divine’ have gained a prominent place in philosophical
and fundamental-theological conceptual schemes. In reaction to this,
other authors have denied the very primacy given to religious experience
in reflecting upon faith, pointing to the constitutive role of wradition and
narrative without which there is no religious experience. From all this
follows that the category of religious experience is in great need of recon-
ceptualisation, not least from a theological point of view. On the one
hand, religious experience is all too easily called upon to legitimise
religious claims (often against ‘tradition’) and on the other hand, the
category has become misleading in so far as it is tainted by the modern
scientific understanding of experience — in reaction to which ‘tradition’
is then too easily invoked to protect the core of religion.

This volume consists of several contributions to a refined under-
standing of religious experience in view of a contemporary theological
epistemology. They constitute a selection of offered papers delivered
at the Fourth International L.E.S.T. Conference (Leuven Encounters in
Systematic Theology), 5-8 November 2003. Both young scholais at the



