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Faith Is a Matter of Experience
ELIZABETH BETTENHAUSEN
Boston University, Boston, Massachusetts

Consider four experiences. It was technically spring, but experientially winter, when two
friends and I went to see a new play off Broadway. In my memory the theatre is very dark. The
stage is a floor at the bottom of a three-sided pit of seats. But there on the floor, dancing, singing,
leaping and yelling are women in intense colors, colors of their skin, colors of their clothes. From
out of the darkness of the tiers of seats we are drawn to this intense light, to dance and women
and song.

somebody almost walked off wid alla my stuff
not my poems or a dance i gave up in the street
but somebody almost walked off wid alla my stuff
like a kleptomaniac waz workin hard & forgettin
while stealin this is mine/ this aint yr stuff
put me back & let me hang out in my own self
somebody almost walked off wid alla my stuff
& didnt care enuf to send a note home sayin
i waz gonna be late for my solo conversation1

Something unusual and exciting was happening in that place on that evening. This
�choreopoem� was a presentation of the experience of young black women. We sensed that in
sharing this experience we too had been able to prevent a theft. �This aint yr stuff��saying that
begins the process of claiming our name as our own. Women were creating and transforming our
own experience.

Some six years before his death at the hands of the South African police, Steve Biko
wrote the following about the popularity of soul music.

Yet when soul struck with its all-engulfing rhythm it immediately caught on and
set hundreds of millions of black bodies in gyration throughout the world. These
were people reading in soul the real meaning�the defiant message �say it loud!
I�m black and I�m proud.� This is fast becoming our modern cul-

1Ntozake Shange, �my name means my own & this is for me,� For Colored Girls Who Have Considered
Suicide/When The Rainbow Is Enuf (San Lorenzo: shameless hussy, 1976) n.p.
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ture. A culture of defiance, self-assertion and group pride and solidarity. This is a
culture that emanates from a situation of common experience of oppression.2

Two years later he wrote this about Black Theology:

It wants to describe Christ as a fighting God, not a passive God who allows a lie
to rest unchallenged. It grapples with existential problems and does not claim to
be a theology of absolutes. It seeks to bring back God to the black man and to the
truth and reality of his situation.3

When heavy rains fell on the area of Italy devastated by the earthquake last year, an old
woman is reported to have said, �God is spitting on us.�

At a recent ecumenical meeting the participants were unable to reach consensus on the
issue at hand. In a statement explaining the impasse, attention was drawn to the group�s �wide
diversity in confessional background, Christian experience, and theological perspective.� The
phrase �Christian experience� was added to the original draft when it became clear that much of
the disagreement arose from the conflicting experiences of God which were reported by members
of the group.

A SLIPPERY WORD
The word �experience� is slippery. Ntozake Shange�s choreopoem is an aesthetic

presentation of the experience of young black women. Steve Biko writes that black culture in
South Africa �emanates from a situation of common experience of oppression.� The woman in
Italy talks about God out of her experience of disaster following devastation. A group of
Christians cannot agree on how to talk about God because of their differing experiences of God.
Indeed, I wonder just what we are suggesting when we talk about �experience and Christian
faith� in these essays. Are faith and experience two different realities? Can there be faith without
experience?

One reason for the difficulty in saying just what is meant by the word �experience� is
precisely that the word is no longer self-evidently meaningful. If you look at any word long
enough, it stops looking like a word at all; it becomes just a collection of letters. In the same way,
if the meaning of the word is questioned again and again, we find it all the more difficult to pin it
down to any meaning at all. For good or for ill, this describes our current situation.

People who use English and thus the word �experience� often assume that its meaning is
the same all over the world. �All people have experience.� �That tribe does not really experience
healing; they just believe it.� But the word arises out of a particular people, culture, and history.
Rodney Needham, a social anthropologist, puts it this way:

The concept of experience, which is commonly treated as though it denoted a
constant possibility of apprehension and a permanent background to the va-

2Steve Biko, �Some African Cultural Concepts,� I Write What I Like, ed. Aelred Stubbs, C.R. (San
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1978) 46.



3Steve Biko, �Black Consciousness and the Quest for a True Humanity,� I Write What I Like, 94.
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rieties of categorical thought, is itself an ideocratic and problematical
construct....The very notion of �experience,� in other words, is itself a singular
and complex concept among others, not a neutral and undifferentiated background
against which cultural concepts can be set up for inspection.4

In a footnote at the end of this passage Needham quotes Whitehead: �The word �experience� is
one of the most deceitful in philosophy.�5 One ought, therefore, to be watchful when someone
begins a comment with the following phrase: �Given human experience.� In an argument too
long to recount here, Needham claims, �The premise of an absolute conception of human
experience, against which cultural styles of thought and action can be objectively assessed,
disintegrates....�6 This does not necessarily mean that there is no possibility of describing human
nature universally. It does mean that claims about human experience are culturally and
temporally determined and limited.

This gives rise to an obvious question: what meaning does the word �experience� bear in
Western culture? Here Needham provides a useful statement by Lévy-Bruhl which bears
recounting in full.

Our current notion of experience bears the mark of certain mental habits that are
peculiar to the civilizations of the West. Since classical antiquity it has been
elaborated over the centuries by generations of philosophers, psychologists,
logicians, and scientists. In their hands it has become, above all, a function of the
intelligence. The essential role of experience...is to inform the sentient and
thinking subject of the properties of creatures and objects with which it places him
in relation, to make him perceive moments, shocks, sounds, colours, forms,
odours, etc., and to permit the human mind which reflects on these data and on
their conditions, to construct a representation of the world. The general notion of
experience that has thus developed is above all �cognitive.�7

Experience in this tradition is primarily a function of intelligence. Only secondarily, if at all, does
experience include affective elements, somatic elements (other than as receptors for the work of
the mind), or even spiritual elements (in so far as they are not identical to reason�s function of
constituting a version of the world).

Given that the general notion of experience in Western cultures is above all cognitive, we
can begin to see why people in these cultures who use �experience� as a challenge to the status
quo are often charged with being irrational. Experience is a servant of intelligence, and the form
and contents of human cognition are assumed to be universal. That is, it is assumed that every
thinking human being will have essentially the same experience. If one�s experience is different,
then there must be something wrong with one�s thinking. However, it may well be the case, as
we will see below, that the group or person who is called irrational is actually using a more
inclusive or at least different meaning of the word �experience.�

4Rodney Needham, Belief, Language, and Experience (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1972) 171-72.



5Alfred North Whitehead, Symbolism: Its Meaning and Effect (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1927)
16. Quoted in R. Needham, Belief, 172.

6R. Needham, Belief, 185.
7Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, L�Experience Mystique et Les Symboles Chez Les Primitifs (Paris: Alcan, 1938) 9.

Quoted in R. Needham, Belief, 173.
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The meaning of the word �experience� is difficult to pin down in a second respect. The
assumption that there is universal human experience is being challenged. Not only is experience
as cognition called into question, but the right so to define experience universally is being
challenged. The �generations of philosophers, psychologists, logicians, and scientists� (one might
add �theologians�) to which Lévy Bruhl refers do not represent all of humanity.

In regard to the problem of using �belief� and �experience� as categories in cross-cultural
analysis, Needham writes the following:

...we no longer try to decide objectively whether a distinction is usefully to be
drawn between experience and belief in the study of alien representations, but we
have to discover quasi-subjectively (from the people�s own point of view, as
expressed in their language) whether those whose thoughts we wish to understand
make in social fact any such distinction.8

This is a rather precise but complicated way of saying that you should not judge another person
until you have walked a mile in her or his moccasins. But it is all too often the case that those
writing about human experience universally are simply assuming that all other human beings also
wear a size ten from the men�s department of Florsheim�s.

In response to an article by Hans Küng in which he writes about a possible new consensus
in theology, Rosemary Ruether writes:

Küng, in his article, speaks as though a general consensus about who Jesus was
can be recovered through historical-critical method. We also can know what
contemporary experience is about through consulting the contemporary
experience of persons like Küng himself. Then the two can be put together to
create a new theology.

But, in fact, there are very different contemporary experiences which depend on
one�s class situation and consciousness. People who view contemporary
experience primarily in terms of the conflicts of secularity, scientific
methodology, and the problems of boredom and meaninglessness in an affluent
society think out of a very different social base than those whose contemporary
experience is primarily that of life-and-death struggle of the poor of the world for
survival.9

To ask how experience and Christian faith are related, it is not enough to ask, �What is meant by
experience?� We also must ask, �Who should answer this question for purposes of theology?�



WHOSE EXPERIENCE?
The word �experimental� is related to �experience.� The Concise Oxford Dictionary

defines experimental as �based on experience, not authority or conjecture.� This distinction
between experience and authority provides a clue in the search for current relationships between
experience and Christian faith.

The conflict between authority and experience is expressed in many dif-

8R. Needham, Belief, 174.
9Rosemary Ruether, �Is a New Christian Consensus Possible?� Consensus in Theology?, ed. Leonard

Swidler (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1980) 67.
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ferent locations by many different people. To give some indication of the scope of the conflict, I
draw from several sources by way of example. In The Church and the National Security State
Jose Comblin writes:

Only the poor are able to feel what salvation, hope, justice, or justification are;
only those who have felt throughout their lives, and are presently feeling what
suffering, oppression, and injustice mean are able to hear God�s promise and
God�s liberation. Only the person who has been rejected is able to understand
what God�s mercy means. In this sense, the experience of the poor is the starting
point of a true knowledge of Christianity.10

In Womanspirit Rising: A Feminist Reader in Religion, Carol P. Christ and Judith Plaskow write
in the introduction:

Where in the history of religion have women�s voices and experience contributed
to the molding of tradition? What would it mean for women�s experience to shape
theology and religion in the future? The word experience becomes a key term, a
significant norm for feminists reconstructing tradition and creating new religious
forms.
For feminists, experience refers simply to the fabric of life as it is lived....Because
women have often shaped and understood their lives according to norms or
preferences for female behavior expressed by men, there is a sense in which
women have not shaped or even known their own experience. What they have
known is the false consciousness created by male ideology.11

In the same article quoted above, Ruether continues her critique:

Academic theology belongs to the intelligentsia of this liberal, bourgeois
establishment. The Jesus that they recover from the Scriptures, despite the best
historical-critical method, turns out to be a Jesus that answers the questions of this
liberal bourgeoisie, not a Jesus who answers the questions of the poor. The
theology of the academy expresses a perspective that privatizes religious
commitment. Its claims of universality and transcendence of politics masks its



partisanship of this social establishment.12

In the Introduction to Part III of Black Theology: A Documentary History, 1966-1979, James H.
Cone writes:

The basic differences between Black and White theologians, in North America
and Europe, stem from a radical difference in the economic, social, and political
power of the communities from which our theologies arise. The initial move of
White theologians was to minimize this point about the social determination of
theological knowledge by appealing to the Bible, divine revelation, or a common
humanity. Therefore our discussions centered on such topics as ideology, love and
reconciliation, violence, and the place of reason in theology. I have learned much
from these discussions and remain ever more firmly convinced that one�s praxis in
life inevitably shapes one�s theological perceptions.13

10Jose Comblin, The Church and the National Security State (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1979) 6.
11Womanspirit Rising: A Feminist Reader in Religion, ed. Carol P. Christ and Judith Plaskow (San

Francisco: Harper & Row, 1979) 6.
12R. Ruether, �Is a New Christian Consensus Possible?� 67.
13Black Theology: A Documentary History, 1966-1979, ed. Gayraud S. Wilmore and James H. Cone

(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1979) 139.
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There are several claims (implicit or explicit) which are common to all of these positions.
First, experience and theology are determinative of each other. Second, theology based on alien
experience is at best not self-evidently true and at worst a distortion or even falsification of the
truth of the Christian faith for the recipient of that theology. Third, the diversity of human
experience makes a universally applicable theology impossible. Fourth, imposing a particular
theology as universal (and not determined, therefore, by its social location) is possible only for
those who hold certain resources of power. Fifth, new theologies must and will emerge as
formerly silenced persons and groups reflect on their own faithful experience.

It is important to notice that the conflict between authority and experience is first of all
and above all an intra-human conflict. It is the authority claimed by certain human beings which
is challenged. For Comblin it is the authority of upper class Christians; for Plaskow and Christ it
is the authority of men. For Ruether it is the authority claimed by the academic theologians and
church officials of the liberal bourgeoisie; for Cone it is the authority of the majority of White
theologians.

The response to these challenges often tries to deflect the argument by focusing on other
sources of authority. As Cone points out, the White theologians wanted to appeal to �the Bible,
divine revelation, or a common humanity.� Yet few of these theologians are so bold as to suggest
that their own experience is that of �common humanity� and thus that they are in a position to
speak �on behalf� of the entire species.

However, this is only part of the deflection. The appeal to particular experience is
construed as a threat to or denial of the authority of the Bible and divine revelation in general.
Because the universalizing theologians refuse to grant that their own experience is constitutive in



part of their own theological positions, they are unable to separate the Bible and divine revelation
from their own experience of both. Depending on the particular person or group in question,
�tradition� might also be added to the Bible and general revelation. Anyone who appeals to
contemporary experience as an additional source for theology is thus perceived as undermining
the whole of theology and faith.

The refusal to grant that experience is constitutive in part of one�s theological position is
due in no small degree to the restricted understanding of experience. In the passage quoted
above, Rosemary Ruether writes, �The theology of the academy expresses a perspective that
privatizes religious commitment.�14 This privatizing is inevitable in that �the economic, social
and political power of the communities from which our theologies arise�15 is denied a
determinative role in developing the theology of the academy. Since these public dimensions are
not taken explicitly into account in the process of creating theology, there is a chasm between
them and the religious commitment articulated.

But there is a further point. The �partisanship of this social establishment� to which
Ruether refers is partisan not only in its economic class perspective. It is also partisan in the
understanding of experience used to legitimate the privatizing of religious commitment. That is,
the cognitive bias described by Lévy-Bruhl is characteristic of the denial of the constitutive role
of experience in theology. If

14R. Ruether, �Is a New Christian Consensus Possible?,� 67.
15J. Cone, Black Theology, 139.
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experience is perceived as essentially cognitive, and theology is an act of cognition, then it
appears redundant to say that experience should and does play a determinative role in theology.
Indeed, one need not talk of experience at all. It suffices to say that one is writing theology.

Even though the four examples cited above all fall within �Western culture� widely
conceived, and thus at times themselves betray remnants of this cognitive bias, nevertheless the
�experience� to which they appeal is not simply cognitive. Comblin talks of �feeling what
suffering, oppression, and injustice mean� and of understanding which arises out of having �been
rejected.� Christ and Plaskow refer to experience as �the fabric of life as it is lived.� Ruether
talks of the �life-and-death struggle of the poor of the world for survival.� Cone writes about
�one�s praxis in life.� Experience here is something more than informing �the sentient and
thinking subject of the properties of creatures and objects with which it places him in relation.�16

John E. Smith challenges the classical empiricists� transformation of experience into
�knowledge for a theoretical observer who abstracts from the basic fact that he is a concrete
person who stands in many relations to the world he seeks to know; knowing that world as an
observer is only one of these relations.�17 The other relations to which Smith refers are described
in the following passage.

Experience embraces many situations�moral, esthetic, economic, legal, religious,
among them�in which our primary concern is not that of explaining the world
theoretically; in these situations the one who experiences them has an active
interest and involvement, a concern and a care, which manifest his own being as
transcending his role as a knower. The experiences we undergo make up the



meaningful content of our lives; in and through them we are realized.18

In addition, however, experience must always be mediated in some way if it is to be taken
into theology. Here Dietmar Mieth�s understanding of �formative experience� is helpful. �If an
experience is to be formative, it must be reflected and controlled. If experience is to achieve
anything, it demands progress in the ability to experience.�19 Later in the same article he writes:

Experience becomes important precisely when experiences vanish or fade; at
other times when actively engaged in the process of experiencing we identify with
our experience to such an extent that we scarcely notice it.

What chance is there that this crisis will be resolved? Paradoxically, it is
this very crisis which is the pre-requisite for our continually being made aware of
experience, that we constantly seek it and live it afresh....The ability to experience
in fact means to link the ability from experience with the ability for experience. In
other words, to see through the complexity of experience, to examine its intensity,
and to integrate it wholeheartedly. What we need is a flexible approach to
experience which is thus continually moving toward its potential wisdom.20

16Lévy-Bruhl in R. Needham, Belief, 173.
17John E. Smith, The Analogy of Experience (New York: Harper & Row, 1973) 36.
18Ibid.,37.
19Dietmar Mieth, �What is Experience?,� Revelation and Experience, ed. Edward Schillebeeckx and Bas

van Iersel (New York: Seabury, 1979) 51.
20Ibid.
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Experience which is �reflected and controlled,� that is, experience which moves toward
wisdom, is not necessarily experience forced through the sieve of cognitive categories alone.
Experience can be controlled and mediated through aesthetic forms, through physical gestures,
through symbolic action, for examples. Being at the link between the ability from experience and
the ability for experience is vulnerable being. Unless new cognitive and aesthetic forms, new
gestures and symbolic actions are created, experience remains, in Mieth�s phrase, �on the level of
a scream which diagnoses one�s own misery.�21

The experience which is fading is experience created and defined by the other. No longer
will the poor reflect and control their experience through the categories created by the rich. No
longer will women view their lives through a lens provided by men. No longer will Blacks yield
to categories developed by Whites. Yet precisely because this has only begun to happen, the new
expressions of experience are often tentative and halting or harsh and extreme. We are constantly
moving toward potential wisdom and, finding it, we are lured beyond again.

FAITHFUL EXPERIENCE
Gnawing at the edges of this picture are several questions. If experience is so peculiar to

each separate group, isn�t there the danger that we cannot communicate across group lines at all?
If experience is a major constituent of one�s theology and indeed of one�s faith, are we saying
that theology and faith are derived only from human experience? Do we lose the dimension of



transcendence by focusing so sharply on human horizons?
For some Lutherans especially the following statement by Bernard Cooke appears to be

going too far:

Instead of viewing the theological task as one of bringing two poles, �the Gospel�
and human experience, into creative contact with one another, I see a person�s
experience (and by extension a community�s experience) as the basic and, to some
extent, all-encompassing �word of God.� For each of us, it is the sequence of
experienced happenings that tells us ultimately who and what we are, what the
world around us is all about, what transcendent influence works with and upon us,
and what response we are called to give as we help shape the future.22

If a person�s experience is �the basic and, to some extent, all-encompassing �word of God,�� is
this close to the teaching which was condemned in Article V of the Augsburg Confession: �that
the Holy Spirit comes to us through our own preparations, thoughts, and works without the
external word of the Gospel�?23

But it would be a mistake to claim that therefore human experience is unrelated to the
word of the Gospel. In the Augsburg Confession, Article XX, there is this interesting passage:

Although this teaching [�that we obtain grace and are justified before God through
faith in Christ and not through works�] is held in great contempt

21Ibid.
22Bernard Cooke, �The Experiential �Word of God,�� Consensus in Theology?, ed. L. Swidler, 73.
23The Book of Concord, ed. Theodore G. Tappert (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1959) 31:4.
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among untried people, yet it is a matter of experience that weak and terrified
consciences find it most comforting and salutary.24

The translation based on the Latin version is even more pointed:

Although this teaching is despised by inexperienced men, God-fearing and
anxious consciences find by experience that it offers the greatest consolation
because the consciences of men cannot be pacified by any work but only by faith
when they are sure that for Christ�s sake they have a gracious God.25

Here justification through faith in Christ by grace is defended on the grounds of human
experience. To understand the meaning of justification, cognitive categories alone are wholly
insufficient. Justification must be experienced in order to be real for each person.

Here it is worth reflecting on some words from Luther:

One becomes a theologian through life, and even through death and through the
experience of damnation, and not through understanding, reading or speculation.26



In relation to this passage Ebeling writes,

To exist before God and to exist before the world are not two possible and
mutually exclusive choices, two separate realities, but an alternate relationship
which is necessarily simultaneous.27

The question is not whether experience and Christian faith are related but how. Experience as
�being tried or tested,� experience as �to travel or pass through� (see in German the Erfahrung)
signifies a constant tension between one�s existence before God and one�s existence before the
world. This tension is experience and is perceived as such by �tried� or �experienced� people (to
use the positive form of the words in the Augsburg Confession).

This is a considerable focusing of the meaning of the word �experience� but an
appropriate one from the perspective of Christian faith. Because experience is this simultaneous
alternate relationship, it is misleading to speak as if Christian faith and experience were two
separable realities. Of course, those who do not acknowledge their existence before God �have
experience,� but it would be a mistake to assume it to be identical to the experience of those who
do acknowledge their existence before God. If the two modes of experience were identical, then
Christian faith would truly make no difference in the world.

The appeal to experience is being made by people who have until now been largely
excluded from theological reflection as an activity of the community of believers. But the appeal
to experience should not be surprising, if experience is understood as the tension between one�s
existence before God and one�s existence before the world. This tension takes a different form
when one takes hold of the world in a new way, that is, when one no longer sees the world as
defined solely by the powerful other.

24Ibid., 43:13, 15.
25Ibid.
26WA 5; 163, 28f. (1519). Quoted in Gerhard Ebeling, Luther: An Introduction To His Thought

(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1972) 200.
27Ibid.
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But it is also true that to focus only on one�s existence before the world is also to lose
experience as a Christian. There is this danger in the �feeling of release that leads to jubilation�28

when one is encouraged to move out of the alien experience as defined by another perspective.
To identify one�s existence as poor or female or black with the whole of one�s experience is as
reductionistic as is the assumption that all the world and God are more or less like affluent,
white, male theologians.

The appeal to experience is a challenge to the whole Christian community. It is a
challenge to hear the great variety of ways in which people attempt to live faithfully in the world.
It is a challenge to see that what we have in common is being in constant tension between God
and the world. It is a challenge to live in hope of the day when experience no longer divides us.

28C. Christ and J. Plaskow, Womanspirit Rising, 6.


