
   
   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

A Quantitative Investigation of Normative and Deviant Religious Experiences 

Joseph O. Baker, M.A. 
 

Thesis Chairperson: Christopher D. Bader, Ph.D. 
 

 
Previous quantitative investigations of religious experiences in the social sciences 

have primarily focused on broad questions.  Data from the Baylor Religion Survey 

provide information on specific types of religious experiences rather than asking a 

general, all-encompassing question on the topic.  These specific questions allow for 

separate analyses of experiences to determine if different sociological factors are 

influential.  While income level does not effect claiming more normative religious 

experiences, it is an important predictor of deviant religious experiences.  It was expected 

that individuals with a social network centered a round a religious organization would be 

more likely to claim experiences, but results failed to support this hypothesis.  While 

there are some definitive patterns found among the various experiences, there are also 

many differences depending on the experience in question.  This suggests that a single 

survey question addressing the topic is inadequate. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 
 
 

Despite increasing interest, religious experience remains a concept that suffers from poor 
conceptualization, operationalization, and measurement in sociology.  Underlying these 
difficulties is the problem of satisfactorily defining religious experience, a problem 
whose solution has eluded many scholars of religion in theology, the humanities, and the 
social sciences alike  
 

Poloma, 1995, p. 166 
 

There is a distinctive commonality found within all scholastic work attempting to 

study, classify, or describe religious experiences.  Nearly all taking on the challenge 

admit that investigating religious experiences can be similar to grasping sand, since “the 

normal requirements for scientific research, such as objectivity, systematization, and 

exactitude, are not easily adaptable in any kind of experience-related research (Tamminen 

& Nurmi, 1995, p. 274-275).  Defining the object of study can be daunting as well 

because a “precise referent of ‘religious experience’ is elusive” (Yamane, 1998, p. 179).  

No matter how thorough the conceptualization process or in-depth the information 

received from people claiming to have such experiences, there always remains an 

element of mystery.  Along with the difficulty of definition and measurement, those 

having religious experiences are claiming to be in contact with, to borrow a phrase from 

Smith (2003), the “super-empirical.”  Consequently, the human side of this human-divine 

relationship can be studied, but researchers must accept that the “divine” end of the 

connection is a concept ontologically beyond the grasp of research (Tamminen & Nurmi, 

1995).  Thus, much like the validity of religion itself, social scientific methods can never 

assert that someone did or did not have a prophetic vision.  When investigation focuses 



  2 
   

 

 

on general “feelings” of a supernatural presence, there is no way to determine what such 

a broad, closed-ended survey response means (Eugene & Cooper, 1978).  When in-depth 

data are obtained from individuals concerning their experiences of the divine, no 

classification scheme is extensive enough to make sense of the immense variety of 

experiences, although some have tried (see Hardy, 1979).  When the focus is placed on 

dramatic experiences, there is the detraction that the divine can be found in the mundane 

(Yamane, 1998).  Academic analysis is always a sieve that allows certain aspects of 

religious experience to pass through.  However, difficulty of conceptualization should not 

deter investigation.  While acknowledging these limitations, there are great strides to be 

made in the sociological study of religious experiences, especially in the realm of 

quantitative analysis. 

Religious experiences provide fertile ground for academic inquiry for many 

reasons.  Primary among these are the number of people claiming to have such 

experiences.  High estimates for the proportion of people claiming religious experiences 

range from 36.4% in Britain (Hay and Morisy, 1978) to 50% in the U.S. (Wuthnow, 

1978).  And there are indications that claiming experiences is becoming more prevalent 

over time with Gallup polls reporting 20.5% responding affirmatively in 1962 and 48% 

responding affirmatively in 1987 (Beit-Hallahmi & Argyle, 1997).  Wuthnow claims that 

“virtually everyone appears to have [peak experiences] of one kind or another” (1978, p. 

73).  Of course claims of high numbers hinge on how religious experiences are defined 

and the population that is examined.  Moreover these figures have become outdated and 

need to be supplemented with more recent research.  Nevertheless, the prevalence of 

people claiming to have directly experienced the divine is compelling.   
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In addition to volume, experiential facets of religion constitute an important 

aspect of religiosity that has personal and institutional consequences (Poloma, 1995), 

especially since religious experiences serve to increase believers’ confidence in religious 

explanations (Stark & Finke, 2000).  While different religious traditions and groups place 

varying emphasis on the experiential dimension, all religions assign import to religious 

experiences as a form of religiosity (Glock & Stark, 1965).  Early social scientists took 

this notion seriously, viewing religious belief as resting on religious experience 

(Durkheim, [1912] 1995; James, [1902] 1961).  Despite early interest, this line of 

research was ignored until the latter half of the 20th century (Poloma, 1995).  Thus, while 

experiences of the divine are generally accepted as an aspect of religion, only a small 

number of scholars “have done more than pay it lip service” (Poloma, 1995, p. 170).   

Recently, however, researchers have shown more interest in the experiential facet 

of religion, realizing that in addition to being a vital piece of studying religion, 

experiences have profound consequences for the rest of an individual’s life (Spilka, 

Brown, & Cassidy, 1992).  Although there are now scholars that recognize the 

importance of studying religious experiences, sociologists have often failed to assess the 

topic with methodological precision (inasmuch as this is possible).  Paramount among 

methodological problems is employing a single, broad survey question for use in 

quantitative analysis.  The types of experiences that people claim are varied and 

condensing these into a single question leads to confusing results.  The primary goal of 

this study will be to analyze sociological factors that influence who claims various types 

of religious experiences.  In addition to this, specific types of religious experience will be 

analyzed separately to determine if a higher degree of specificity is necessary on survey 
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questions addressing the topic.  If all types of experiences have similar sociodemographic 

predictors, then a single question will suffice because of similarity in the social patterning 

of those claiming religious experiences.  However, if there are substantial differences 

between social factors influencing experiences, then condensing various types of 

experiences into one question is inadequate.  I will utilize data from the 2005 Baylor 

Religion Survey to investigate these issues. 

 
“Grasping” Religious Experiences 

Part of the difficulty in conceptualizing religious experiences arises from the 

radically subjective nature of “experiencing.”  Yamane outlines this limitation, explaining 

that all scholastic inquiry can actually study is the linguistic representation of experience 

(2000).  He claims researchers must release the idea of studying experience directly and 

acknowledge the limitations that accompany studying linguistic representations.  Scholars 

should “instead give our full attention to the primary way people concretize, make sense 

of, and convey their experiences” (2000, p. 176).  This raises an important consideration 

for studying any type of experience, in that it is only representations of experience that 

can be studied (outside of monitoring biofeedback of the experience itself).  If people do 

not define their own experience as “speaking in tongues” then they will not report their 

experience as such.  However, a certain amount of measurement error must be expected 

when dealing with experiences, for precisely the subjectivity that Yamane highlights.   

What can be done is to assess the representations of religious experience as a 

sociological phenomenon.  These are the only type of data available and so corresponding 

limitations should simply be acknowledged.  Indeed “mystics have always protested that 
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experiences are ineffable” (Hardy, 1979, p. 4) and to a certain extent this is true.  

Consequently there are aspects of experiences that are sui generis.  Nonetheless, relevant 

sociological information can be obtained.  Hardy states that: 

. . . no accumulation of accounts of third-person experience can equal for any 
individual his own spiritual awareness, but that is not the point under 
discussion… While it does not, as yet, constitute a contribution to science in the 
strict sense, this is coming, although it can never, of course, be a science of the 
inner essence of spirituality, but a quantitative, sociological survey of man’s 
behavior and reactions (1979, p. 16, italics in original).      

 
The difficulty in defining what is meant by “religious experience” should not be 

underestimated.  In fact, “the study of religious experience can be perplexing, partly 

because so much time and effort can be wasted on defining precisely what is meant by 

‘experience’” (Hood, Spilka, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 1996, p. 183).  Moreover, there is 

overwhelming diversity in religious experiences, which leads to the difficulty in 

definition, classification, and study (Batson, Schoenrade, & Ventis, 1993).  In terms of 

the subjectivity of “experiencing,” religious experiences are as diverse as the people 

claiming them.  The current investigation will draw on the work of Glock and Stark 

(1965), who developed a taxonomy of religious experience.  As such I will adopt their 

working definition of religious experience as:   

  All of those feelings, perceptions, and sensations which are experienced  
by an actor or defined by a religious group or a society as involving some  
communication, however slight, with divine essence, i.e. God, with  
ultimate reality, with transcendental authority (1965, p. 42).   
     

Although this definition has difficulty dealing with non-theistic religious experiences, 

Poloma (1995) contends that use of the definition is beneficial and justified for studying 

experiences in the United States, which has a predominantly theistic religious population.  

In addition to the base definition, Glock and Stark highlight that experiences of the divine 
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follow a systematic progression of intensity whereby a person claiming to have dramatic 

religious experiences will likely claim less intense experiences as well.  In other words, 

individuals will typically “work their way up” to the more intense forms of experiences.  

This process is analogized to a relationship between people that progresses in intimacy – 

except here the relationship is with a divine essence.   

Much of the work in the social sciences on religious experiences is built on ideas 

posited by William James ([1902] 1961).  He contends that there are not exclusively 

religious emotions, but rather natural emotions directed toward “the religious”.  Framing 

religious emotion in this way yields two benefits.  First, it provides a basic understanding 

for why similarities exist between religious experiences across various faith traditions—

because the same principle emotions undergird all experience.  Second, differences 

between experiences across faith traditions can be better understood because those who 

have had such experiences make sense of them within the context of their own faith.  As 

a result Catholics are apt to report visions of the Virgin Mary whereas Jews are not.  The 

process of labeling and assigning meaning to experience also extends to the delineation 

between religious and “mundane” experiences. 

 Proudfoot (1985) asserts that the difference between dramatic religious and 

mundane experiences centers around where the agent attributes the source of the 

experience.  He describes an instance of recalling an image of the Virgin Mary in his 

mind, which is contrasted with a person who believes that he has had a prophetic “vision” 

of the Virgin Mary.  The difference in the two experiences lies in where each subject 

attributes the source of their respective image.  In essence, what defines a religious 

experience is the type of explanation applied to the experience rather than the content of 
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the experience itself (Proudfoot, 1985).  Here the importance of social forces is evident in 

creating meaning and determining which type of explanation a person will select.      

 A number of studies attempt to classify, typologize, or describe the various types 

of religious experiences that people claim (Glock & Stark, 1965; Hardy, 1979; Margolis 

& Elifson, 1979; Neitz & Spickard, 1990; Spickard, 1993).  There has also been an effort 

to outline the proper theoretical framework for studying religious experiences (Hoge & 

Smith, 1982; Spickard, 1993; Yamane, 2000).  While this provides many heuristic tools 

for assessing religious experiences, there has, to date, been minimal sociological analysis 

of experiences per se.  In this regard studies in psychology have been much more 

effective than those in sociology as “sociologists have not comprehended religious 

experiences well” (Spickard, 1993, p. 109).  This study will use a theoretical framework 

that borrows both from sociological theories of religion and theories of deviance.  Due to 

the complexity of the topic, it has been suggested that looking for a single best theory to 

explain religious experiences is most likely an endeavor not worth undertaking (Hood et 

al., 1996).  Instead the focus will be on the influence of social variables on specific types 

of religious experiences.  For all the disparity that can be found in social scientific studies 

of religious experiences, there seems to be a concurrence that these experiences contain 

some element of the social (Hood, 1972; Neitz & Spickard, 1990; Yamane, 2000).  It is 

this aspect of religious experiences that will be the focus of this investigation. 

 
Correlates and Antecedents of Religious Experiences 

 
 Although quantitative sociological analysis on religious experiences is sparse, 

there are some studies that investigate the topic in this manner.  Yamane and Polzer 
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conducted a binary logistic regression analysis to assess who was likely to claim an 

ecstatic experience.  They found that men and unmarried respondents were more likely to 

claim an ecstatic experience when controlling for religious variables (1994).  They also 

included a scale of occupational prestige in their models.  Respondents with less 

prestigious jobs were more likely to claim ecstatic experiences before including religious 

controls; after including these controls, occupational prestige was no longer significant.  

A fundamental problem with previous empirical studies is the tendency to treat all types 

of experience the same.  This results in the more prevalent types of experience 

overwhelming the deviant experiences in the dependent variable.  In other words if there 

are fifty respondents claiming to have been “filled with the spirit” for every one claiming 

to have religious visions, the latter has very little impact on the dependent variable and 

therefore on the analysis overall.  Separate analyses of specific types of experience would 

improve our understanding of these phenomena. 

Poloma and Pendleton found that the strongest predictors of religious experiences 

within the Assemblies of God denomination were devotional practices such as frequency 

of prayer and reading religious scripture (1989).  They also demonstrated that 

participation in religious services (such as Sunday school and worship) were not 

significant predictors of a scale of religious experiences that included Glossolalia, 

prophecy, and miracle healing.  The connection between age and religious experiences is 

currently ambiguous.  Hay (1987) found that older people were more likely to claim 

religious experiences, while Levin (1993) found that the effects of age upon experiences 

are dependent upon the type of experience in question, but the types of experiences 

analyzed in Levin’s study represented a mix of secular and religious mysticism, so a 
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definitive age pattern has yet to be determined.  It has also been suggested that women 

are more likely to have religious experiences than men (Hay, 1987; Poloma, 1995) 

although this is debated (Yamane & Polzer, 1994).  While not the direct focus of this 

study, the effects of age and gender on various types of experience can be examined 

using data from the Baylor Religion Survey.  

 
Religious Experiences and Control Theory 

 
Going back to James ([1902] 1961) there has been an attempt to understand 

religious experiences as a resolution to psychological discontent.  Starbuck discusses 

personal problems as being precursors to religious experiences (1899).  Boisen (1936) 

follows this line of thought with an account of his own experience with mental illness and 

the relief provided by religious experience.  More recent research has added to this 

understanding that religious experiences may be influenced by difficult life circumstances 

and that people look for answers outside the material world (Spilka et al., 1992).  In 

addition, people that claim to have “peak experiences” are more likely to report living a 

meaningful, purposeful life (Wuthnow, 1978), while Greeley (1974) claims that religious 

experiences can be beneficial to personality development.  While it is true that people can 

also have mystical experiences of evil (Glock & Stark, 1965), it is clear that positive 

religious experiences can be beneficial for people.  In this way religious experiences are 

among the rewards available from American religious institutions (Stark & Bainbridge, 

1987). 

Direct contact with the divine provides an experience that literally transcends the 

material world; and in this transcendence there are benefits that cannot be achieved 
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through material means.  Whether these benefits are psychological health, a purposeful 

life, or increased certainty in religious faith, all are benefits that rise above the limitations 

of social class.  However, different types of experience offer varying levels of reward to 

an actor.  An analogy can be drawn to religious groups.  Stark and Bainbridge (1987) 

contend that the higher tension a religious group is in with the surrounding environment, 

the more efficacious the intrinsic reward for participating in the group—so too with 

religious experiences.  Feeling “filled with the spirit” does not provide the same sense of 

confidence in a religious explanation that having a religious vision does.  It is precisely 

for this reason that the latter incurs more social cost.    

If certain religious experiences are deviant, then theories of deviance are 

applicable in explaining who is likely to claim such experiences.  Toby articulated the 

concept of “stakes in conformity,” which refers to the extent to which an individual is 

invested in conformist behavior (1957).  Stakes in conformity indicate that a person has 

more to lose by engaging in deviant behavior (Vold, Bernard, & Snipes, 1998).  Nye also 

provided a precursor to modern control theory with his study of family situations and 

juvenile delinquency (1958).   This study will use Hirschi’s formulation of control theory 

(1969). 

Hirschi outlined four elements of social bonds that keep a person from behaving 

in a deviant manner.  These elements are attachment, commitment, involvement, and 

belief (1969).  In contrast to traditional deviance theories that explain why a person 

deviates, control theory instead explains why a person chooses to conform.  In short, 

people conform because they have something to lose by deviating.  A high level of 

investment in conformity indicates that an individual has more to lose, and consequently, 
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less to gain from deviance.  Income and education level are examples of commitment to 

conformity in that a person has invested rationally in the economic and educational 

system with time, effort, and opportunity costs.  This is especially true in the United 

States where the American dream of continual advancement is perpetuated.  It would not 

be unrealistic to surmise that individuals at high income levels hold belief in the political 

economy that has brought them success.  In addition, people of higher socioeconomic 

standing are likely to have more extensive social networks (Stark & Bainbridge, 1987).  

Among these networks, assuming that many of the people within the network are also of 

high economic standing, there is likely to be a high commitment to conformity.           

Stark and Bainbridge (1987) apply Hirschi’s control theory of deviance (1969) to 

explain commitment to religious groups.  This establishes a precedent for the application 

of control theory in explaining religious behavior that I will build on by extending control 

theory to the experiential facet of religion and investigating who is likely to claim more 

deviant types of religious experiences.  

This application has yet to be quantitatively explored, but it provides a theoretical 

framework for the difference between various types of religious experience by 

conceptualizing some experiences as more deviant than others.  In order to establish such 

a framework, there must be some method of delineating experiences as deviant or 

normative (or at least socially acceptable).  Clearly this is an area of theoretical ambiguity 

and difficulty.  Given the relative classification of deviance depending on the social 

setting, some types of experience such as “speaking in tongues” may be deviant in the 

broader culture, but quite expected within a certain denomination.  As Glock and Stark 

(1965) illustrate through an account of H.L. Mencken’s observation of a charismatic 
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Appalachian church (1956), it was actually the stoic sociologist quietly observing, rather 

than the participants, who was being deviant during the church service.  However, within 

the context of the broader culture in the United States, some forms of religious 

experiences are more deviant than others—and this is the basis that will be used to apply 

theories of deviance. 

  One of the primary delineations between normative and deviant in this regard is 

a religious experience involving senses beyond “feeling”.  Examples would include 

speaking (e.g. Glossalalia), seeing (e.g. prophetic visions), or hearing (e.g. voices).  

Another deviant experience in American culture would be miraculous healing, especially 

given the cultural reliance on modern science and medicine to explain and treat illness.  

“Feelings” of the divine tend to be amorphous and exclusively private. They are part and 

parcel of religion’s domain, whereas experiences that are more concrete involving sight, 

sound, and healing are outwardly visible and to others making them more open to 

refutability and doubt.  These types of experience also defy the “laws” of the material 

world, placing them at a greater distance from the mainstream culture and its reliance on, 

and faith in, science as the most powerful explanatory tool.  The forthcoming analysis 

will examine to this distinction between claiming religious experiences that deal only 

with feelings of the divine and those that include sensory responses beyond “feelings.”  

Clearly there is a great deal of ambiguity in drawing a definitive line through a nebulous 

topic, but the idea that there are different types of religious experience is not contentious.  

As such, useful distinctions can inform inquiry.            

The most common and acceptable form of religious experience is a “feeling” of 

the divine.  This can range from a general feeling of God’s presence to feeling called to 
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act in certain ways.  In most cases within the United States, claiming such experiences 

would not place an individual at great social risk.  It is expected that individuals with low 

stakes in conformity will have more to gain and less to lose by pursuing deviant religious 

experiences as rewards.  From this a hypothesis is extended that: 

H1: People at lower levels of income and education will be more likely to 

claim deviant religious experiences.       

 Specifically these deviant religious experiences will be claiming to have religious 

visions, speaking in tongues, hearing the voice of God, and witnessing or experiencing a 

miraculous healing.  This delineation of deviance can be paired with the taxonomy 

proposed by Glock and Stark (1965).  Visions and voices are excluded from their 

taxonomy for the sake of parsimony, but an expansion of basic concepts allows for the 

inclusion of such experiences.  Stark1 outlines four levels of religious experience 

according to escalating intensity.  These levels are, in order from least to most intense, 

confirming experience, responsive experience, ecstatic experience, and revelational 

experience.  Stark conceptualizes these experiences in relational terms regarding the 

intimacy of the connection with the divine by stating that “encounters of the former types 

are more frequent than those of the latter – one has many more acquaintances than 

friends.  Similarly, any more intimate relationship has likely passed through less intimate 

previous states” (Glock & Stark, 1965, p. 43).  This predicts that the less intense 

experiences will be much more common among the sample population of U.S. adults.  

Moreover,  

                                                 
1The taxonomy is attributed to Stark when referencing in text because he published an article 

entitled “A Taxonomy of Religious Experience” (1965) in Review of Religious Research.  Information from 
the article was also included in the book Religion and Society in Tension by Glock and Stark, which is cited 
here.  
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these four general types may be similarly ordered on the basis of complexity, 
intimacy of the inter-actor relationship, frequency, both in their distribution within 
populations and frequency of occurrence for individuals, and variation in the 
degree to which they encouraged or discouraged by both religious and secular 
norms (1965, p. 64 emphasis added).   

 
Both the taxonomy and the aforementioned delineation of deviant experiences predict 

that the intensity level of the experience should be proportional to the amount of social 

tension claiming such an experience places on the actor.   

 Following up on a methodological point raised in the introduction, if some 

religious experiences are considered more deviant than others, then it is reasonable to 

expect discontinuity in the variables that influence different religious experiences, which 

is precisely what is predicted by Hypothesis 1.  Furthermore, if differences are found 

between specific experiences, this has considerable implications for future quantitative 

inquiry into the topic.  While not a hypothesis per se, this is an important aspect of this 

study and will be discussed after analyzing the results.  Nearly 30 years ago Eugene and 

Cooper (1978) cautioned that a solitary survey question on mystical experiences led to 

measurement error and confusing results, but thus far their warning has rarely been 

heeded.     

 
Religious Experiences as Socially Embedded 

  
Along with understanding religious experiences within the context of control 

theory, it will also be a goal of the current study to investigate the role of social networks 

and religious practice in claiming such experiences.  As previously mentioned, James 

posits that it is not the emotional quality of a religious experience that makes it religious; 

rather it is that these emotions are directed toward the religious ([1902] 1961).  In other 
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words intense experiences can also be defined as secular psychedelic or metaphysical 

experiences; therefore emotions must be interpreted as religious for a religious 

experience to occur (Proudfoot, 1985).  “We are not, then, concerned with such events in 

themselves, but only when someone attaches to them some sense of contact with the 

supernatural” (Stark, 1965, p. 99). 

 Meaning is derived, at least primarily, through various cues in the social 

environment.  Interactions with one’s social network and the cultural cues that 

individuals receive are paramount among these.  Because of this an individual’s 

biography and personal narrative are integral to understanding religious experiences 

(Lehtsaar, 2002; Wuthnow, 1978; Yamane, 2000).  As such “experiences do not take 

place in a vacuum, but are always the product of the interaction with other experiences, 

beliefs, [and] the environment” (Davis, 1989, p. 20).  In this way religious experiences 

cannot be separated from the social context in which they take place (Poloma, 1995) 

because reality maintenance and confirmation are derived from the composite of a 

person’s social situation – with “significant others” assuming an influential position in 

the process (Berger & Luckman, 1966).  Framing experience in this manner points to the 

idea that religious experiences are not isolated incidents, but part of a lifestyle (Wuthnow, 

1978).  Social networks and religious practice are hypothesized to be integral to this 

process, by providing the foundation for individuals to give religious meaning to 

experience.  Consequently I will test the following hypothesis: 

H2: Individuals are more likely to claim religious experiences if their 

friends attend the same church.     
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A person’s perception of how many friends attend the same church provides a proxy for 

the “religious density” of a person’s social network. 

Put simply, “humans tend to locate their experiences in a meaningful universe” 

(Neitz & Spickard, 1990, p. 19).  Approaching this issue from a micro-sociological 

perspective allows for incorporating an individual’s social network as a source of 

meaning.  Hoge and Smith foreshadowed this idea by showing that the number of friends 

in a person’s church and the number of friends that were religious were associated with 

normative religious experiences in a bivariate context (1982).  As mentioned previously, 

there are social settings where religious experiences are not unusual, even though they 

may be in the broader culture (Glock & Stark, 1965; Hoge & Smith, 1982; Holm, 1987; 

Poloma, 1989).  Testimonials also illustrate the role of social networks, serving as a 

fundamental medium through which people can relate their confidence in religion (Stark 

& Finke, 2000).  Within such testimonials, it is the “highlights” of an individual’s 

religious life that are often the focal point and religious experiences would certainly be 

included as important markers on the road of faith.   

It is hypothesized that private prayer will be the strongest predictor of religious 

experiences, because prayer represents an individual’s attempt to communicate directly 

with the divine.  Given the aforementioned definition of religious experiences as being 

the direct contact with the supernatural, it is expected that private religious practice aimed 

at contacting the supernatural will be a more consistent predictor of religious experiences 

than the more public and institutionalized practice of church attendance.  In a sense 

prayer is the most acceptable and common form of contacting the supernatural—so 

according to the taxonomy of Glock and Stark (1965), individuals having more intense 
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forms of communication with the divine most likely have active prayer habits as well.  

This does not mean that church attendance will not influence having religious 

experiences, for it almost certainly will, especially given that church attendance provides 

a social network and framework within which to understand certain experiences as 

religious.  However, it is not affiliation itself, but religious involvement and practice that 

are more important to experiences (Poloma & Pendleton, 1989; Yamane & Polzer, 1994).  

Thus: 

H3: Frequency of prayer will be the most consistent and powerful 

predictor of reporting all types of religious experiences. 

In sum, religious experiences are “basically a social phenomenon” (Glock & 

Stark, 1965, p. 168) and it is the goal of this study to better understand this social aspect.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

Data and Methods 
 

 
 The data analyzed are taken from the Baylor Religion Survey, which was fielded 

in 2005 by the Gallup Organization using a mixed mode sampling design.  A national 

random sample of phone numbers was used in the initial phase to contact potential 

respondents.  3,702 people agreed to participate in the survey, with some given a brief 

phone interview and 2,603 being mailed a sixteen page survey booklet.  A five dollar 

incentive was included with the mailed surveys.  1,721 surveys were returned for a 

response rate of 46.5% out of the 3,702.  Gallup suggests that this is the most important 

response rate.  The primary goal of the survey was to gather extensive information on the 

religious attitudes and beliefs of the American population.  In-depth information on the 

data collection process can be found in Bader, Froese, and Mencken (2007, forthcoming). 

 
Self-report and the Subjective Nature of Experience 

 
 Given that the data used for this study are taken from a mailed survey, whether or 

not an individual claims to have had a religious experience is left to the discretion of the 

respondent.  In other words, the respondent must classify their private experience in the 

manner offered by the response options in order to give an affirmative response.  This 

issue recalls the difficulty of proper definition discussed previously in that there is a 

radically subjective component inherent to religious experiences.  The experience of one 

person “hearing the voice of God” may be vastly different from the experience of another 
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responding the same.  The similarity lies in how each person defines their experience.  

The response options essentially provide templates for classification.  

 What is encouraging about the subjective nature of religious experiences is that 

the respondents themselves classify their experiences in certain ways.  While speaking in 

tongues may be a different experience for different people, so long as each classifies their 

experience in the same way, then as a watermark of the spiritual life, that individual has 

“spoken in tongues.”  Thus, while the experience itself may be radically different, the 

labeling and categorization process serves to imbue and convey meaning to the individual 

and others about the religious experience.  It is then, as Yamane (2000) suggests, the 

labeling process that I am studying more than the experiencing itself.   

 
How Common are Religious Experiences? 

 
 The primary advantage afforded by accessing data from the Baylor Religion 

Survey is that multiple questions on a wide range of religious experiences are posed.  As 

mentioned previously, much of the prior research conducted on religious experiences 

addresses the topic using broad or vague questions.  Yamane and Polzer (1994) point out 

that previous survey questions include: “Have you ever as an adult had the feeling that 

you were somehow in the presence of God?” (Stark, 1965); “Would you say that you 

have ever had a ‘religious or mystical experience’ – that is a moment of sudden religious 

awakening or insight?” (Back & Bourque, 1970); “How often have you . . . felt as though 

you were very close to a powerful, spiritual force that seemed to lift you out of yourself” 

(Greeley, 1974); and “During your lifetime have you ever had the feeling that you were 

in close contact with something holy or sacred?” (Wuthnow, 1978).  Surveys different 
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from these mentioned above that included a question on religious experiences primarily 

used copies the questions shown (Yamane & Polzer, 1994).  These questions elicit a high 

percentage of positive responses, but it is often unclear what types of experiences people 

are claiming.  Given the aforementioned variety in types of religious experiences, more 

specific questions provide a valuable step toward improving the existing understanding of 

ecstatic experiences defined as religious and in determining if different types of 

experiences have different sociodemographic antecedents. 

 A battery of questions, divided into two sections, is devoted to gathering data on 

religious experiences on the Baylor Religion Survey.  In the first section respondents are 

instructed to “indicate whether or not you have ever had any of the following 

experiences.”  Answer choices are yes and no.  The following statements are posed: “I 

witnessed or experienced a miraculous, physical healing”; “I witnessed people speaking 

in tongues at a place of worship”; “I spoke in tongues at a place of worship”; “I 

personally had a vision of a religious figure while awake”; “I felt called by God to do 

something”; “I heard the voice of God speaking to me”; “I had a dream of religious 

significance”; “I changed profoundly as a result of a religious experience”; and “I had a 

religious conversion experience.”  The question for the second section is posed “have you 

ever had an experience where you felt that…” with the questions being: “you were filled 

with the spirit”; “you were one with the universe”; “you left your body for a period of 

time”; and “you were in a state of religious ecstasy.”  Answer choices are again yes and 

no.   
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 These questions provide quantitative information on a wide variety of religious 

experiences.1  The question asking whether the respondent had witnessed others speaking 

in tongues is excluded since there is a question asking whether the respondent themselves 

has spoken in tongues.  This provides a much more direct test of Glossolalia as a 

religious experience.  Witnessing or experiencing a miraculous healing is included 

because in this instance witnessing implies belief in the occurrence of a miraculous 

healing.  Many people may watch televangelist and faith healer Benny Hinn’s television 

programs, but not all would report witnessing a miraculous healing.  This coupled with 

the fact that witnessing and experiencing were included in the same variable warrants its 

inclusion in analysis.   Simple frequencies offer new information on the topic and more 

important, give insight into how pervasive or rare these types of phenomena are in the 

United States.  Therefore it is informative to present descriptive statistics on these 

questions.  Frequencies are listed in descending order, with the most common experience 

listed first.  The final percentage represents those claiming at least one of the experiences 

on the list.  With 65.9% claiming at least one experience, it is apparent that not only do a 

majority of individuals in the United States claim to have had some type of religious 

experience, but also that including all these experiences in the same variable would lead 

to a great deal of measurement error for attempting to analyze the less common 

experiences. 

 

                                                 
1The questions addressing whether a person “felt one with the universe” and “left your body” are 

more New Age or secular in nature.  Consequently these two questions were excluded from analysis.  The 
question asking if the respondent had changed profoundly as a result of a religious experience is also 
excluded because it is unclear what type of experience is being referred to, resulting in ambiguity of 
meaning.   
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Table 1 
Frequency Reporting Having Various Religious Experiences 

 
 
Experience                                                                                      % Answering “Yes” 
Felt filled with the spirit                                                                               52.1 
Felt called by God to do something                                                              39.6    
Had a religious conversion experience                                                         27.2 
Had a dream of religious significance                                                          23.9 
Witnessed or experienced miraculous, physical healing                              23.0  
Heard the voice of God speaking to me                                                       14.8 
Felt you were in a state of religious ecstasy                                                 14.8 
Spoke in tongues at place of worship                                                             6.4  
Had a vision of religious figure while awake                                                 5.7 
 
 
Those claiming at least one experience                                                        65.9 
Source: Baylor Religion Survey 
N=1721 
 

Independent Variables 

 Income is measured in categories ranging from 1 (less than $10,000) to 7 (more 

than $150,000).  The variable addressing the effects of one’s social network is phrased 

“how many of your friends attend the same church?” with answer choices ranging from 1 

(none) to 5 (all).  Other sociodemographic variables in the model include education, age, 

marital status, gender, region of the country, and race.  Marital status (married=1), gender 

(female=1), region (south=1), and race (white=1) are all coded as dummy variables.  The 

reference group is non-married, non-white males living in a region of the U.S. outside of 

the south.  Age is a continuous variable ranging from 18 to 93.  Education is measured in 

attainment categories from 1 (less than high school diploma) to 7 (postgraduate degree).   
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 The interest in the predictive power of prayer is measured with a variable 

assessing how often one prays.  The variable ranges from 1 (never) to 6 (several times a 

day).  Multiple controls are included for religious participation, religious socialization, 

and religiosity.  A standard church attendance variable is included with answer choices 

from 1 (never attend) to 7 (attend more than once a week).  A question addressing 

Biblical literalism is used with answers ranging from 1 (the Bible is an ancient book of 

history and legends) to 4 (The Bible means exactly what it says.  It should be taken 

literally, word-for-word, on all subjects).  Two questions are included for religious 

capital/religious socialization.  The first asks “how often did you attend religious services 

at age 12?” and has answer choices from 1 (never) to 9 (several times a week).  The 

second asks “how religious were you at age 12?” with choices from 1 (not religious at all) 

to 4 (very religious).  In order to control for the religious tradition of the respondent the 

RELTRAD classification scheme is included (Steensland et al., 2000).   This schematic 

separates religious tradition in the United States into Evangelical Protestants, Mainline 

Protestants, Black Protestants, Catholics, Jews, religious other, and no religion.  For the 

current analysis Evangelical Protestants are used as the reference category.  Furthermore, 

the RELTRAD coding employed aggressive recovery of missing cases by classifying 

individuals using denomination and congregation (Dougherty, Johnson, & Polson, 2006).  

Respondents claiming no religion were excluded from analysis because the members of 

this group range from atheists and agnostics to “unchurched believers,” making 

interpretation of the results difficult.  For the regression analyses on the questions about 

speaking in tongues and hearing the voice of God, the results for Jewish respondents are 

excluded because none of them claimed either experience.       
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CHAPTER THREE 

Results 
 
 

 Binary logistic regression models were conducted on the nine specific experiences 

included in Table 1.  Table 2 contains specific experiences expected to be more 

normative.  Within this normative group the experiences are listed from the most 

common (feeling filled with the spirit) to the least common (feeling a state of religious 

ecstasy).  Table 3 contains the more deviant experiences.  These are also listed from most 

common (miraculous healing) to least common (religious visions). 

Table 2 shows that income level does not have a significant influence on the three 

most common experiences of “being filled with the spirit”, feeling “called by God”, and 

having a “religious conversion experience.”  However, income level does have an impact 

on two of the predicted normative experiences.  Each additional increase in income 

category results in a 13.3% decrease in the odds of claiming to have a dream of religious 

significance and a 13.7% decrease in the odds of claiming to have been in a state of 

religious ecstasy.  It should be noted that among the normative experiences it is the least 

common where income exerts an influence.  It is unclear what the substantive difference 

between “filled with the spirit” and “religious ecstasy” is for respondents, but the former 

was much more common than the latter.  A difference in terminology is the most likely 

source, as the term “ecstasy” has a more secular connotation in that it can be caused by 

nature, music, or sex (Beit-Hallahmi & Argyle, 1997). 

Income level was a significant predictor of all four deviant experiences.  A one 

unit increase in income level results in a 23.6% decrease in the odds of claiming to 



   
   

 

 

Table 2 
 Odds Ratios From Binary Logistic Regression of Specific Religious Experiences 

                                                   Filled                          Called                                                           Religious                     Religious               
 Variables                                 w/Spirit                        by God                    Conversion                     Dream                         Ecstasy                                  
Sociodemographics      
     Income .922 .983 .923 .867** .863* 
     Education 1.002 1.087 1.137* 1.133* .989 
     Female .838 1.033 1.045 .838 .753 
     Age .984*** .980*** .991 .938*** .988* 
     White .609 1.033 2.634* .800 .550 
     South .884 .659** 1.503* 1.051 1.268 
     Married 1.453* 1.187 1.158 .839 .754 
     Friends Attend Same  
     Church 

1.137 1.324*** 1.117 1.081 .965 

Religiosity      
     Attendance 1.069* 1.088* 1.135*** 1.005 1.071 
     Freq. of Prayer 1.549*** 1.696*** 1.405*** 1.256*** 1.193* 
     Literalism 1.472*** 1.477*** 1.935*** 1.185 1.450** 
     Religious (age 12) 1.183 1.148 .919 1.110 1.375** 
     Attend (age 12) .967 .998 .971 .929 1.025 
RELTRAD      
     Catholic .556** .607* .126*** 1.117 .464** 
     Black Protestant 1.084 1.776 1.526 1.531 1.249 
     Mainline 1.126 1.176 .438*** 1.010 .984 
     Jewish .287* .158** .276 .660 .263 
     Religious Other 1.868 .747 2.384** 2.017 2.667** 
R2 (Max-Rescaled)   .3205 .3678 .4370 .1125 .1957 
N=1177 
*** P≤.001   ** P≤.01   * P≤.05 
Source: Baylor Religion Survey 
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Table 3 
 Odds Ratios From Binary Logistic Regression of Specific Religious Experiences 

                                                    Miraculous                               Voice                               Spoke in                                 Religious               
 Variables                                      Healing                                 of God                              Tongues                                   Vision                                        
Sociodemographics     
     Income                .764***                .825**                   .727**                   .657*** 
     Education              1.022              1.025                 1.060                 1.207* 
     Female                .818              1.150                 1.401                   .580* 
     Age              1.004                .992                   .999                   .990 
     White               1.231              1.198                   .474                   .524 
     South              1.062              1.338                   .923                   .712 
     Married              1.215              1.304                 1.053                   .751 
     Friends Attend Same  
     Church 

             1.080                .960                 1.014                 1.056 

Religiosity     
     Attendance              1.084*              1.006                 1.067                   .964 
     Freq. of Prayer              1.431***              1.889***                 1.526**                 1.606*** 
     Literalism              1.608***              1.808***                 2.163***                 1.121 
     Religious (age 12)              1.157              1.580***                 1.390                   .884 
     Attend (age 12)              1.036                .923                   .900                   .973 
RELTRAD     
     Catholic                .728                .490*                   .220**                 1.718 
     Black Protestant              2.415              2.748                 1.022                   .333 
     Mainline                .984                .886                   .556                 1.572 
     Jewish                .053*                 ---                    ---                   .496 
     Religious Other              2.605**                .959                   .312                   .321 
R2 (Max-Rescaled)                .2836                .3240                   .3064                   .1470 
N=1177 
*** P≤.001   ** P≤.01   * P≤.05 
Source: Baylor Religion Survey
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witness or have a miraculous healing.  In addition to the deviance of claiming this 

experience, there is a practical reason for this finding in that people with less income 

have less access to the medical system in the United States—thereby increasing the need 

for miraculous healing.  Certainly all people can face medical problems beyond the help 

of conventional medicine, but in general those at lower income levels will be more in 

need of alternative sources of healing.  A one unit increase in income level results in a 

17.5% decrease in the odds of claiming to hear the voice of God, a 27.3% decrease in the 

odds of claiming to speak in tongues at a place of worship, and a 34.3% decrease in the 

odds of claiming a religious vision.  Counter to the hypothesis based on control theory, 

education level is not a consistent predictor of those likely to claim deviant religious 

experiences.  Further, where education level is significant (for claiming religious visions) 

it has a positive effect. 

 The variable measuring a religious network centered around a religious 

organization was significant for only the experience of being “called by God to do 

something.”  A one unit increase on the scale of how many friends attend the same 

church results in a 32.4% increase in the odds of claiming to be called by God to do 

something.  The lack of impact exerted by density of religious network runs counter to 

the initial expectations and will be explored further in the discussion section. 

 As expected, frequency of prayer was a strong and consistent predictor for all of 

the experiences analyzed.  In fact, prayer is the only variable that is significant in all of 

the models.  Biblical literalism also exerts a consistent influence, being statistically 
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significant for seven of the nine experiences analyzed.  By contrast attendance at 

religious services is significant in only four of the nine models.   

 Age is significant in four of the five normative experiences analyzed, whereas it 

has no impact on the deviant experiences.  In all cases, younger respondents are more 

likely to claim the experience than older respondents.  This is unusual assuming that all 

ages have an equal chance of having religious experiences.  If this assumption were true 

then older respondents should be more likely to claim many of the experiences simply by 

virtue of being alive longer, and consequently, having more opportunity to have 

experiences.  Hay found that older people were more likely to report religious 

experiences and stated that “one obvious explanation . . . is that the longer somebody 

lives, the more likely they are to have had one of these experiences (1987, p. 125).  

However, the current findings indicate that the opposite is occurring in contemporary 

America, making the finding all the more interesting.  The question then becomes 

whether or not this is a cohort (cultural) or life-cycle effect.  It is unlikely that individuals 

would be willing to claim a religious experience while young and not when older.  It is 

more plausible that this is the result of cultural influences on younger cohorts.  

 Gender significantly affects only one of the experiences assessed (religious 

visions).  Males are more likely to claim religious visions than females.  This is contray 

to other facets of religiosity such as church attendance (Stark, 2002) or frequency of 

prayer (Baker, 2006), where females are likely to be more religiously active than men.  

Controlling for both attendance and prayer there are minimal differences between men 
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and women regarding the various experiences analyzed1.  The “universal” gender gap in 

religiosity apparently does not extend to the realm of religious experiences.   

Race is significant in one model with whites being 163.4% more likely to report a 

conversion experience than non-whites.  When examining religious traditions, Catholics 

are consistently less likely than Evangelicals to claim the experiences analyzed.  Having a 

religious dream, visions, and miraculous healing are the exceptions.  In all three there is 

not a significant difference between Evangelicals and Catholics.  Jews are also less likely 

than Evangelicals to claim a number of the experiences, although this is not surprising 

considering that many of the experiences are more “Christian” in nature.  There are some 

differences between “religious others” and Evangelicals, but the religious other category 

includes groups as diverse and Mormons and Muslims, so the results are difficult to 

accurately interpret.  

 
Discussion 

 
Support for the application of control theory is divided between income and 

education.  A high income level has a negative effect on the odds of claiming deviant 

religious experiences and also the least common normative experiences.  The income 

variable demonstrates the cost of religious deviancy in vivid detail.  Conceptualized 

within Glock and Stark’s taxonomy (1965), the more intense the religious experience in 

question, the greater the influence of income.  This is seen in figure one, showing the 

decrease in the odds of claiming a specific religious experience for a one unit increase in 

income level.  The only exception to the linear pattern is miraculous healing which, as 

previously mentioned, has a practical reason for appealing to those at lower income  
                                                 

1When models are run without these religious controls women are more likely to claim 5 of the 
nine experiences analyzed. 
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levels. Individuals at lower income levels have something to gain in claiming more 

intense religious experiences in that they are privy to rewards unattainable through 

material means.  In essence, with little to lose in terms of class standing, they can achieve           

feelings, insights, and comfort that money literally cannot buy.  Those in higher social 

classes have much more invested in conformity and in turn, a great deal to lose by 

claiming deviant religious experiences.  In these instances the social standing accrued 

through income level could be lost if a person were to “lose face” within their social 

network.  Losing face can be very costly since, to quote Goffman, social face “can be 

[someone’s] most personal possession and the center of his security and pleasure, it is 

only on loan to him from society; it will be withdrawn unless he acts in a way that is 

worthy of it . . .” (1967, p. 10). A surgeon claiming to have visions might well lose the  
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trust of her co-workers and patients, if not her job.  A surgeon claiming to have been 

called by God to her profession to help others will likely incur no social costs at all.  The 

greater cost of claiming deviant experiences involved for people at higher income levels 

provides an explanation for the distinctive pattern shown in the presented analyses.  

In contrast the findings for education level differ remarkably from those of 

income.  Although the effects of education are minimal in this study, other studies have 

found a positive, bivariate relationship between education level and claiming religious 

experiences (Beit-Hallahmi & Argyle, 1997; Hay 1987; Hay & Morisy, 1978).  I 

predicted the opposite based on control.  Demystification of the supernatural through 

higher education does not apply to the religious experiences analyzed here.  Education as 

a proxy for investment in conformity fails to reduce the likelihood of claiming deviant 

religious experiences.  The depth of this question is beyond the survey data analyzed.  

The lack of definitive sociodemographic pattern with regard to religious experiences 

mirrors findings about secular paranormal experiences that have been found to vary 

depending on the experience in question (Rice, 2003).      

The hypothesis that someone with a social network centered around a religious 

organization is more likely to claim religious experiences is not supported.  As mentioned 

previously Hoge and Smith found that how many of a respondent’s friends attend the 

same church had an effect on normative religious experiences (1982).  The number of 

friends attending the same church has no impact on claiming most of the religious 

experiences analyzed.  When the statistical models are run with only sociodemographic 

variables and the religious network variable, the proportion of friends attending the same 

church is significant for all experiences analyzed.  This is most likely due to the variable 
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serving as a proxy for religiosity in the absence of other religious measures, suggesting 

that the perceived religiousness of one’s social network is outweighed by personal 

religious practice.  

Attention now turns to the findings for age.  Younger people being more likely to 

claim normative religious experiences could reflect the influence of youth-oriented 

religious camps, retreats, and programs.  Many of these programs provide social 

environments conducive to having religious experiences.  In these environments, 

emotionally charged religious experiences can be normative and quite common.  Such an 

atmosphere offers young people the opportunity to have religious experiences in a 

welcoming environment.  There could also be a broader cultural effect at work whereby 

certain types of religious experiences are becoming more acceptable in the mainstream 

culture over time.  Levin (1993) found that mystical experiences are becoming more 

frequent among younger cohorts.  Similarly the National Survey of Youth and Religion 

found that 80% of teens reported having at least one type of religious experience (Smith, 

2005).  The combination of the proliferation of youth-oriented religious programs and the 

increased cultural acceptance of religious experiences provides meaning to the findings 

for the effects of age.  

Finally, hypothesis three was supported in that frequency of prayer was the most 

powerful and consistent predictor of having religious experiences.  This makes a strong 

case for the consideration of prayer as an important variable when conducting research 

both inside and outside of religion.  Sociological studies often exclude religion in general, 

and when consideration is given to religion, the variable most often utilized is church 

attendance.  As demonstrated by the current findings, prayer is an important predictor of 
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certain behaviors.  This potential power of prayer as a predictive variable should be given 

more consideration in sociological research.  The difference between private prayer and 

church attendance is essentially one between personal religious practice and public, 

institutionalized religious practice; and this difference must be carefully considered 

depending on the focus of study.  

With any of the findings concerning religious measures as independent variables 

there is an unresolved issue of causality, especially considering that 30.6% of respondents 

to the Baylor Religion Survey answered that they had “changed profoundly due to a 

religious experience.”  It is certainly conceivable that having a religious experience could 

make a person more likely to attend church, pray, etc . . .  For such variables I am not 

claiming causality, but simply an influence.  The relationship between religious 

experiences and religious practice is likely reflexive in most cases.  For the 

sociodemographic variables this is less of a concern due to time order.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Conclusion 
 
 

Perhaps the most important aspect of the current study is the empirical support for 

a majority of Americans claiming religious experiences and that the types of experiences 

vary widely.  Moreover, social forces influencing these experiences vary depending on 

the type of experience.  The primary effort has been to move sociological studies of 

religious experience out of the realm of abstract theory and into quantitative analysis.  

While this is certainly not the first study to do this, the breadth of experiences analyzed 

provides a more detailed sociological analysis on the topic than has previously been 

presented.  The differences found among specific experiences indicate that using a broad, 

all-encompassing question to analyze religious experiences is inadequate.  I also propose 

a theoretical distinction between experiences involving sensations of “feeling” alone and 

those involving other sensory sensations such as seeing, speaking, hearing, or healing.  It 

is clear that no matter how deviant experiences are delineated from more normative ones, 

there are differences in the prevalence and mainstream cultural acceptance of various 

types of experiences.  Inquiring about the tolerance of certain types of experiences, both 

in the broader American culture and within religious traditions, would undoubtedly 

advance our understanding of these distinctions. 

It is stated in the introduction that any academic inquiry into religious experiences 

necessarily leaves questions unanswered—and this is the case here, as even the findings 

raise more questions.  Future studies could address what is causing the issues raised with 

age or the disjoint between the influence of income and education in-depth to better 
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determine what these findings mean.  Yamane’s (2000) suggestion of incorporating 

narrative theory could be utilized or qualitative data assessed to illuminate the personal 

effects and consequences of having various types of religious experiences.  Path models 

would be useful for assessing whether people of certain social positions are more likely to 

join religious traditions that are more accepting of religious experiences.  Exploring the 

connection between religious experiences and intense secular aesthetic, mystical, or 

paranormal experiences could also be pursued.  These are but a sampling of the myriad 

directions that future inquiry could travel; and no matter how many are conducted there 

will always remain an element of the unseen and the unknowable.  In the end, much of 

the story surrounding religious experiences remains a mystery.  That these experiences 

lay just beyond the “grasp” of research methods is what makes them intriguing and 

renders full disclosure of such experiences impossible.   
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