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How can I know I’ve perceived God?
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Abstract. In this paper I argue that a necessary condition of one’s perceiving God
is that an experience of the right phenomenological sort be caused in one ‘directly
enough’ by God and – bypassing the issue of what is necessary for an experience to
be of the right phenomenological sort – discuss some difficulties in finding reasons
for thinking that God has or has not ‘directly enough’ caused any such experience.

1. Introduction

How God speaketh to a man immediately, may be understood by
those well enough, to whom he hath so spoken; but how the same
should be understood by another, is hard. For if a man pretend to
me, that God hath spoken to him supernaturally, and immediately,
and I make doubt of it, I cannot easily perceive what argument he
can produce, to oblige me to believe it.1

Let us imagine a skilful trompe-l’oeil painting. The painting depicts
the view through a particular window as it would be seen by some-
one entering the room from a certain door. The painting may be posi-
tioned so as to cover this window and is such that when it is in
place anyone coming into the room through the appropriate door and
looking towards the window cannot tell whether he or she is looking
through the window to the landscape beyond or looking at the paint-
ing.2 The painting is placed in front of the window on alternate days.
Strangely enough, the landscape beyond the window never changes
and thus the painting never ceases to represent the view through the
window from the door accurately.

Neither Joe nor Jim know about this painting. On a certain day,
the painting is in place in front of the window and Joe comes into
the room through the door and looks across towards it. On the next
day, the painting is absent and Jim similarly comes in and looks in
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the same direction. The experiences of Joe and Jim are, we may there-
fore hypothesise, phenomenologically identical (seem qualitatively the
same) to them and thus (if we assume content internalism) we may
postulate that each comes to the same beliefs about the landscape
beyond the window as a result of their experiences. For example, let’s
say that each comes to the belief that there is a large oak tree a cou-
ple of hundred yards away from the window. The painting is accurate
in every detail, so this belief is true. We would, I suggest, incline to
say that Joe has not perceived the tree whereas Jim has perceived it.
Why would we incline to say this? If we’re drawn to a causal theory of
perception (as I shall be assuming we are), we’ll think that the starting
point for an answer is to observe that the causal chain which has led
from the tree to Joe’s experience (if such a chain exists at all) is not
of the right sort for Joe’s experience to count as a perception of the
tree whereas the causal chain that’s led from the tree to Jim’s expe-
rience is of the right sort. This can only be a starting point for an
answer because the question immediately arises, What is it that makes
a causal chain be of the right sort for it to link the tree to the person
on the end of it in such a way that that person genuinely perceives the
tree? This question is not at all easy to answer. Fortunately, we don’t
need to come to a complete answer to make progress with the issue
of how one should understand what it would be to perceive God and
how one should investigate whether or not it has happened; we just
need to come to a partial answer and observe that some answers are
definitely wrong.

One wrong answer would be to say that the tree plays a part in
the causal history of the genuine perception and it doesn’t play a
part in the causal history of the non-genuine perception. This would
be a wrong answer because – we are free to postulate – the painter
who painted the picture was caused to paint as he did by the exis-
tence of the tree; thus the tree plays a part in the causal story of
both Joe and Jim’s belief in its existence. Neither is the person on
the end of the causal chain coming to a true belief relevant to what
makes that causal chain be a chain of the right sort for the person
to count as having perceived the tree. Both Joe and Jim come to the
same true belief about the tree’s existence, yet Jim’s perceived it and
Joe hasn’t. It’s not even the reliability of chains of that sort in form-
ing true beliefs that makes Jim have a perception of the tree and Joe
not have a perception of it, for we may posit that the painter of the
painting only ever paints perfect trompe-l’oeils, which in turn are only
ever put up in situations analogous to this and we may posit that Jim
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suffers from some ocular difficulty such that a relatively high propor-
tion of the time his eyesight plays him false (though he doesn’t realise
this). Nevertheless and however we thus tinker with the details of the
story, we’ll still want to say that Jim’s perceived the tree whereas Joe
hasn’t. (This is so even if the tinkering makes us think that Joe knows
that the tree’s there and Jim doesn’t, as it might do for some tink-
erings and on some understandings of knowledge.) This all being so
alerts us to the fact that the question of the genuineness of an appar-
ent perception is conceptually independent of the question of what we
might call its veracity – its true-belief-inducing nature – or the gen-
eral veracity of processes of the type that have led to it. Even if Jim’s
eyesight were terrible and Joe’s perfect and thus Jim came to largely
false beliefs about the shape and colour of the tree beyond the win-
dow whereas Joe didn’t, it’d still be the case that Jim would have per-
ceived the tree, albeit badly, whereas Joe wouldn’t have perceived it at
all.

The crucial difference between Joe’s and Jim’s situations seems to
be something to do with the fact that the causal chain linking Joe’s
experience to the tree is too long for his experience to count as a per-
ception of the tree, whereas the chain linking Jim’s experience to the
tree is short enough for his experience to count as a perception. The
tree causes Jim’s experience directly enough for Jim to count as per-
ceiving it; it doesn’t cause Joe’s experience directly enough for Joe to
count as perceiving it. It is, unfortunately, very difficult to draw out
what ‘directly enough’ amounts to in this context.

In his seminal Perceiving God, William Alston draws a distinc-
tion between one’s directly and indirectly perceiving something: one
directly perceives an aeroplane, say, when looking at it from a cou-
ple of hundred yards away on the runway; one indirectly perceives it
when looking at an image of it on the c.c. t.v. screen in the control
tower. He also introduces a distinction between perception and what
he calls ‘indirect perceptual recognition’. One indirectly perceptually
recognises an aeroplane when looking up from one’s garden and see-
ing merely its vapour trail in the sky.3 A reason for saying that one
perceives the aeroplane in all these cases might be that the natural
answer the question, ‘Do you perceive that ‘plane?’ would be ‘Yes’
in all these cases. However, I suggest that the natural answer to the
question, ‘Do you perceive that ‘plane?’ in the case of ‘indirect per-
ception’ and ‘indirect perceptual recognition’ is in fact incorrect: indi-
rect perception and indirect perceptual recognition are not, in fact,
cases of perception at all, precisely for being so indirect. There has to
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be a distinction between perceiving something and being led to think
of that thing – or even have an experience as if of that thing – by
having perceived something else, and I suggest that whereas in the
case where one stands on the runway, one perceives the ‘plane, in the
cases where one sees its image on the c.c. t.v. screen or sees its vapour
trail, one perceives the image or vapour trail and is led – ineluctably
perhaps – to think of the ‘plane without in fact having perceived it.
The detective who finds the murderer standing over the body has per-
ceived the murderer. The detective who arrives several hours later and
hears about the first detective’s experience and studies the evidence left
behind by the murderer might get to a stage where he or she says that
he or she too can ‘see’ the murderer standing over the body, but he or
she would be speaking figuratively (unless so suggestible that the first
detective’s testimony and the evidence left behind had in fact triggered
in him or her a hallucination, in which case he or she would be speak-
ing falsely). The causal chain leading to the second detective’s experi-
ences cannot – given the delay before he or she arrives on the scene
– be direct enough for any resultant idea of the murderer – however
veridical – to count as a perception of the murderer. I return then to
the claim that whether or not a given experience counts as a percep-
tion of something depends – inter alia – on the causal chain leading
to that experience from the thing in question being ‘direct enough.’
No doubt, ‘direct enough’ is vague and there will be borderline cases
for ‘direct enough’ causation; perhaps, contrary to what I have just
said, the case of the ‘indirect perception’ of the ‘plane is one of them.
This should not surprise us; there are plausibly borderline cases for
most concepts and – especially as one nears the borders – peoples’
intuitions may be expected to differ. Mapping these borders might be
a worthy philosophical enterprise, but – despite my having just dal-
lied with it – this is not the enterprise I wish to undertake in this
paper. In order not to get bogged down in the borders in what fol-
lows, I shall in the case of apparent perceptions of God focus there-
fore exclusively on what I hope are cases which will be agreed by all
to fall definitely on one side or another of the ‘direct enough’ condi-
tion at the ontological level. Focusing on these cases will facilitate an
appreciation of the reasons we have for thinking that sometimes even
where there is ontological determinacy, there remains epistemic inde-
terminacy (at least on some assumptions).

Despite the fact that we’ve not worked out exactly what it is in
virtue of which the causal chains linking the tree to Jim’s and Joe’s
experiences are such that Jim’s perceived the tree and Joe hasn’t,

Alefbalib.com | کتابخانه مجازی الفبا | بازنشر مقاالت و کتب



HOW CAN I KNOW I’VE PERCEIVED GOD? 109

let’s leave the issue there then, for we’ve sketched the right answer
in a somewhat impressionistic way and we’ve looked at some wrong
answers to this question; and this is enough for us to make some pro-
gress on the issue of understanding how one should understand the
possibility of perceiving God and how one might investigate whether
or not this has actually happened.

2. Perceiving God

People certainly have experiences that they claim as genuine per-
ceptions of God. I wish to sweep aside certain worries concerning
whether or not anything given in experience could count as a per-
ception of God qua God4 and so I shall confine myself to consider-
ing a type of experience which seems to the subject to be as if of
God directly speaking to him or her and identifying Himself as God.
We may posit, for example, something akin to Paul’s experience on
the road to Damascus, a blinding vision of a glorious light out of
which the first sentence the experiencer hears being spoken is this:
‘This is God speaking to you. For a description of my essence, I can
do no better than quote at length from Mawson’s excellent book on
the subject, forthcoming with OUP; look out for it in your bookshops
soon; the ideal gift....’ And so on. (Something akin to Paul’s expe-
rience then, but not exactly the same: it is my example, so you will
indulge me with the details.) The idea is to make the ‘informational’
content of the experience as rich as is necessary for the speaker to
identify himself unambiguously as the God of Classical Theism. Even
though, as I have so far described it, it might reasonably be posited
that this information-rich experience would be relatively existentially
inert, devoid of any wider significance in the experiencer’s life, this
deficit may be remedied by suitable accretion of detail as to the con-
tent of the speech which is not pertinent to the speaker’s identifica-
tion of himself with God and the appropriateness of this content to
the particular situation of the experiencer, though I shall not under-
take such accretion here. Once so fleshed out, an experience of this
phenomenological sort would, I suggest, straightforwardly count as an
experience as if of God speaking to one because all the interpretative
baggage that would be needed for it to be reasonably taken to be as if
of God (rather than of someone else) speaking to one would be being
carried by the phenomenology of the experience itself, the content of
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what one heard being said. Thus, if we flesh out the phenomenology
of the experience appropriately, I suggest that it will – via something
like Swinburne’s Principle of Credulity5 – give the experiencer prima
facie reason to believe that they have perceived God speaking.6

Now, consider the cases of Jill, Jean, Jane and Joan. Let’s suppose
that Theism is true; that each of Jill, Jean, Jane and Joan has an expe-
rience which is phenomenologically like that sketched in the previous
paragraph; that each of them comes as a result to some, ex hypothe-
si, true beliefs about the existence and nature of God; and that each
of them also comes to the belief that they’ve perceived God speak-
ing to them. Now let’s describe their situations in more detail and see
whether we wish to concur with all of them in their belief that they’ve
perceived God.

In Jill’s case, God Humean-miraculously intervened in her brain to
give her this experience. He wanted Jill to come to certain true beliefs
about His existence and nature (beliefs which He found articulated to
perfection in the sentences of my forthcoming book), so He performed
a protracted Humean-miracle, thinking the appropriate words ‘at’ Jill
so that she heard them in the right order.

In Jean’s case, God caused the experience, but not in a law-vio-
lating way. Rather, He ensured that in accordance with the laws of
nature, something happened in Jean’s brain which gave her this expe-
rience.

In Jane’s case, the effect in the brain that gave rise to the experi-
ence was caused by the Devil Humean-miraculously intervening, as in
Jill’s case. The Devil appeared to Jane as God in order to prepare the
ground to mislead Jane at a future date (although the Devil hasn’t got
round to saying anything false other than identifying himself as God
as yet).

In Joan’s case, the crucial brain event was caused by a certain
human, Jennifer, who has mastered the naturally explicable art of
telepathy. It was Jennifer who ‘thought the words at Joan’, doing so
again with the intention of misleading Joan at some future date; as
was the case with the Devil in Jane’s case however, Jennifer hasn’t yet
got round to making any false claims about anything other than her
identity with God.

I take it that we do not regard Jane and Joan as having perceived
God because the person who was causally responsible for their expe-
riences was (unbeknownst to them, of course) someone other than
God, the Devil and Jennifer, respectively. Of course one might main-
tain that the assumption being relied on here – that God endows some
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creatures with genuinely independent causal powers – is false. One
might maintain that God is directly causally behind every happening
(if anything’s causally behind it at all) and so He was actually directly
causally responsible for Jane and Joan’s experiences too. One might
maintain this, but it’s not an attractive option for those who subscribe
to a causal theory of perception as I have been assuming we all do. As
the story of Joe and Jim shows, we do take there to be causal agents
other than God because we take it that the right thing to say of Jim
is that he’s seen the tree, not that on Theism the right thing to say is
that he’s seen God and mistaken Him for a tree.7 Therefore, we will
want to say that the ‘perception buck’ stops before God in the case of
Jane’s and Joan’s apparent perception of God just as it stopped before
the tree in the case of Joe’s apparent perception of the tree. Jane and
Joan appear to perceive God and perhaps come to a lot of true beliefs
about God as a result of this apparent perception, but Jane and Joan
don’t really perceive God; they perceive the Devil and Jennifer, respec-
tively. Even if God, qua creator, is in some sense ultimately behind
everything and thus in this sense behind the Devil and Jennifer, He’s
too far behind to make Jane’s and Joan’s perceptions count as percep-
tions of Him.

One might think that, by contrast with Jane and Joan, a good case
can be made out for both Jill and Jean to have perceived God. In
their cases, the ‘perception buck’ stops with God; the causal chains
between God and their experiences – like Jim’s between the tree and
his experience – are short enough. One might think this, but it is not
obviously true for Jean.

To see this, let’s consider what might be going on in Jean’s case by
imagining a Jean1 and a Jean2, each of whom satisfy the description
given of Jean above – they are each in receipt of an experience which
seems to them to be of God speaking to them and which is caused in
a non-law-violating way by God – but who satisfy this description in
different ways.

Jean1 lives in a completely deterministic universe.8 In deciding on
the initial or boundary conditions of this universe and the laws of
nature that would be operative upon them, God bore in mind (obvi-
ously, being omniscient) that at this particular stage in the history of
the universe the condition of Jean1’s brain and its interaction with the
environment would produce in her an experience of a glorious light
and these sentences being spoken to her.

Jean2 lives in an indeterministic universe. The initial or bound-
ary conditions of this universe and the laws of nature operative upon
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them are such that immediately prior to the moment that Jean2 had
this experience, it was quite physically possible that she have failed to
have any such experience; it was also quite physically possible that she
would have such an experience. At that moment, God directly caused
some crucial quantum event, an atom or some such to swerve one way
rather than the other (or perhaps a series of such events), in accor-
dance with the indeterministic laws of nature operative in this uni-
verse, which allow that such is a possibility. It was this that caused the
experience in her.

Let’s take the cases of Jean1 and Jean2 in order, considering first
whether or not we’d say of Jean1 that she’s perceived God.

One problem with taking Jean1 as having perceived God seems to
be that if we do so, we’ll have to take – by parallel reasoning – all
sorts of other people as having perceived God too, people whom we’re
very reluctant to say have perceived God. Consider the case of John1.

John1 lives in a completely deterministic universe. He has taken
LSD. This LSD causes him to have an experience as if of someone
who identifies himself as God and tells him to go to Beverley Hills
and kill whomever is in the first house he comes across. God bore
in mind (obviously, being omniscient) in His act of creation that at
this particular stage in the history of the universe the condition of
John1’s brain and its interaction with the environment would produce
this experience in him.

John1’s experience has God as its cause in the same manner that
Jean1’s experience has God as its cause, yet we would surely want to
say that John1 does not perceive God. Given that, as we have seen
from the case of Joe and Jim, the question of the genuineness of a
perception is independent of the question of its veracity, true-belief-
inducing nature, it seems that we can’t make John1’s perception not
count as a genuine perception simply because we suppose that the
belief that John1 comes to as a result of it is false – God does not,
in fact, want him to kill whoever is in the first house he comes across
in Beverley Hills. Given then that we don’t want to say that John1 has
perceived God, it seems that we shouldn’t say that Jean1 has perceived
God either. Thus, we should say that the sort of causal chain oper-
ative in the case of Jean1 and John1 isn’t of the right sort for it to
link the experiencer at the end to the God at the beginning in such a
way as to make the experience a genuine perception of God. I think
this is the right thing to say, but not the right reason for saying it.
After all, given that there is a difference between an intended outcome
of a particular action and a foreseen but unintended outcome of it,
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we may in fact distinguish between the causal chains operative in the
case of Jean1 and John1. Jean1’s experience was an intended outcome
of God’s act of creation; John1’s was a foreseen but unintended out-
come of God’s act of creation. Thus, we might be tempted to say that
the genuineness of a perception of God in a completely determinis-
tic universe is dependent simply on whether or not the causal chain
leading from God’s act in creation to the apparent perception of Him
was initiated by God with the intention that that apparent perception
be taken as revelatory of His existence and will; it was in the case of
Jean1 and it wasn’t in the case of John1. But, I’m about to argue, one
shouldn’t give in to this temptation.

Consider again the case of Joe and Jim and in particular the
painter’s act of creating the painting and – to make the painter as
analogous as possible to God – let’s say more or less simultaneously
setting up the system whereby it’s placed over the window on alternate
days; ensuring that the landscape beyond never changes; etc. Even if
we postulate that the intention (rather than a foreseen but unintended
consequence) of the painter in so acting was that people looking at
the painting would come to true beliefs about the tree, this wouldn’t
incline us to say that Joe’s apparent perception of the tree was genu-
ine. If we altered the example and imagined that the painter painted
a picture of the landscape with the painter in it, standing beside the
tree, arranging for this painting to be used as is the painting in the
original example and then going out to stand by the tree as depicted
in the picture, the painter’s having set this arrangement up with the
intention (rather than merely foreseeing) that people would come to
true beliefs about the painter would not incline us to say of Joe in
this altered example that he perceives the painter. The problem with
the strategy canvassed towards the end of the previous paragraph is
that whatever the intentions of the painter initiating the causal chain,
these aren’t going to do anything to shorten the chain and the sort of
chain linking the painter to Joe is simply too long for the experience
on the end of it to count as a perception of that which initiated it.
A fortiori, by parallel reasoning, we should say that Jean1 hasn’t per-
ceived God. Jean1’s and John1’s apparent perceptions are not caused
directly enough by the thing that they take them to be perceptions of
God for them to count as genuine perceptions of God whatever God’s
intentions were in His act of creation.

What about Jean2, who lives in an indeterministic universe? Here
no problem of too lengthy causal chains arises; her experience is
directly caused by God. Consider though the case of John2.
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John2 lives in an indeterministic universe. The initial or bound-
ary conditions of this universe and the laws of nature operative upon
them are such that immediately prior to the moment that John2 had
his experience it was quite physically possible that he has failed to
have any such experience even though he’d taken LSD; it was also
quite physically possible that he would have such an experience. At
that moment, some crucial atom or some such randomly swerved one
way rather than the other (in accordance with the indeterministic laws
of nature operative in this universe, which allow that such is a possi-
bility). It was this that caused John2’s experience as if of God telling
him to go to Beverley Hills and kill whomever he found in the first
house he came across.

We won’t, I take it, want to say that John2 perceived God any
more than we want to say that John1 perceived Him but we can jus-
tify this whilst saying that Jean2 did perceive God by making reference
to the fact that whereas John2’s experience was not directly caused by
God – it wasn’t caused at all – Jean2’s experience was directly caused
by God.

So, we may say that, unless substance dualism is true, in a deter-
ministic universe, God could only be perceived if He directly caused
some change in someone’s brain9 so as to give rise to an experience of
the right phenomenological sort by performing a Humean-miracle, in
the manner of Jill; and in an indeterministic universe, He could only
be perceived if He directly caused some change in someone’s brain so
as to give rise to an experience of the right phenomenological sort, in
the manner of Jean2.10 If substance dualism is true, God could be per-
ceived even if He didn’t directly cause anything in the physical world
after His act of creation as long as He directly caused an experience
the right phenomenological sort to happen in someone’s mind.11

Our reluctance to describe Jean1 as having perceived God com-
bined with our willingness to describe Jean2 as having done so focuses
our attention on the issue of how direct God’s ‘direct’ action needs to
be in this context. If one is a substance dualist, one will think that
God doesn’t directly cause Jill’s or Jean2’s experiences; He directly
affects a bit of material substance in their brains, which in turn causes
a change in a different sort of substance, their minds; yet still – I
assume12 – one will say that their resultant experiences count as per-
ceptions of Him. It seems then that it would be prudent to allow
the possibility that an experiencer might perceive God even if there is
some distance between God’s act of direct causation and the experi-
ence in question, but we’ll want to keep this distance relatively small
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to explain our reluctance to count Jean1 as having perceived God. So
we should say that if the believer in the possibility of perceiving God
is a determinist, he or she must maintain that genuine perceptions of
God are always caused by a ‘direct enough’ causal chain leading from
a law-violating miracle brought about by God Himself (or – if he or
she is also a substance dualist – by God’s directly causing something
to happen to the non-physical mind); and if the believer in the pos-
sibility of perceiving God is an indeterminist, he or she must main-
tain that genuine perceptions of God are always caused by a ‘direct
enough’ causal chain leading from an instance of direct causation by
God in the physical world (or – if he or she is also a substance dual-
ist – in the non-physical mind). At the risk of conflating a few issues
then, we might sum up our findings so far by saying that the believer
in the possibility of perceiving God must believe that only if God
causes apparent perceptions of Him ‘directly enough’ are they genu-
ine perceptions of Him.

3. Conclusions

I shall close by considering how one might investigate whether or not
an apparent perception of God which is of the right phenomenologi-
cal sort is genuine, which, in the light of all that has been said hith-
erto, will require one’s investigating whether or not God has caused it
directly enough.

As we have observed, if one is a substance dualist, one will think
that were God to exist, He could give rise to a perception of Himself
directly, without affecting anything physical. Such a perception could
not be the direct object of scientific scrutiny as it would not occur in
the physical world. The physical behaviour caused by and thus sub-
sequent to the perception could be the object of scientific scrutiny
of course, but by then it would be too late for the results of any
such scrutiny to speak to the issue of the nature of the cause lead-
ing to the perception and thus do anything to support or impugn
the genuineness of the perception. However, whether or not one is
a substance dualist, unless one regards the falsity of determinism as
knowable a priori, one must acknowledge as a possibility that scien-
tific – specifically neuroscientific – discoveries might yet give one rea-
sons to doubt that anyone has perceived God by giving one reasons
to believe that everything that happens in the mind is causally neces-
sitated in all its details by the preceding state of the brain, which in
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turn is causally necessitated by its preceding state and interaction with
the environment, and so on backwards in time for long enough to
mean that no apparent perception of God can be genuine for none
is as a matter of fact caused in a direct enough fashion by God.
Thus, one should admit that what we might characterise as neurosci-
ence being completely successful in explaining how brain events give
rise to one another and eventually to experiences which seem to the
subject to be of God would disprove the claim that anyone had per-
ceived God.13 Of course, the complete success of neuroscience in this
sense is only a possibility on complete determinism and perhaps not
even then: there are good arguments for why even on complete deter-
minism it is impossible to build what we might call a ‘Laplacian Expe-
rience Predictor’, a device which perfectly predicts (and indeed ‘ret-
rodicts’) every person’s experiences on the basis of its analysis of the
state of the universe at a single instant and the laws of nature. How-
ever, these arguments don’t show that it is impossible to build an
imperfect machine of this sort in a completely deterministic universe
and that it is impossible that neuroscientists with imperfect Laplacian
Experience Predictors might in such a universe collect inductive evi-
dence (not conclusive proof of course) that all experiences of the right
phenomenological sort to count in principle as perceptions of God
are in fact not caused directly enough by Him to count as genuine
perceptions. So, if one does not believe determinism knowably false a
priori, one will have to see some a priori-possible findings of neurosci-
ence as relevant to answering the question of whether or not anyone’s
perceived God. And one will have to allow that some a priori-possible
findings are relevant to answering the question in particular cases of
whether or not a particular apparent perception is a genuine one.

Nowadays, of course, hardly anyone is a determinist. The consen-
sus amongst philosophers is that whether or not the laws of nature
are deterministic is a question for natural scientists to answer and the
consensus amongst those scientists to whom we’ve thus delegated this
question is that they’re not. What should one think about the rele-
vance of neuroscience to answering the question of whether or not
anyone’s perceived God if one shares the consensus that the laws of
nature are – as a matter of a posteriori fact – indeterministic? On
indeterminism, any event in the brain that one cares to specify will
have occurred in a way that is in accord with but not necessitated
by the laws of nature operating on its prior state and its environ-
ment because in an indeterministic universe that is true of any hap-
pening – none are necessitated by the prior state of the universe and
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the laws of nature. One’s models will be those of Jean2 and John2.
The genuineness of the perception of Jean2 and the non-genuineness
of the perception of John2 is constituted by the fact that in the former
case the swerving of the crucial atom was directly caused by God and
in the second case it wasn’t, it was uncaused. But no form of neuro-
scientific investigation can give us epistemic access to this fact. Neuro-
science can’t distinguish between an atom swerving in accordance with
the indeterministic laws of nature because directly caused to do so by
God (or a finite soul for that matter14) and one swerving in accor-
dance with the laws of nature with no cause whatsoever, just because
that’s the sort of random swerving that the laws of nature say hap-
pens to atoms of that sort now and again. So, if one is an indeter-
minist, one must think that neuroscientists cannot – even in principle
– discover anything that would either support or undermine the claim
that a particular brain event was directly caused by God (unless of
course they first undermine indeterminism); thus assuming indetermin-
ism they cannot – even in principle – speak to the issue of whether or
not a particular chain leading to an apparent perception of God is of
the right sort for the apparent perception to count as a genuine per-
ception.

To sum up then, on certain assumptions (content internalism and a
causal theory of perception), it is true that: in a completely determin-
istic universe nobody can perceive God unless Substance Dualism is
true; in an otherwise-deterministic universe, every perception of God
must be a Humean-miracle unless Substance Dualism is true; and,
in an indeterministic universe, genuine perceptions of God are episte-
mically indistinguishable from veridical but merely apparent percep-
tions and they remain indistinguishable whatever results neuroscience
or empirical investigation in general might turn up. No such finding
can give us (even fallible) reasons for classifying an apparent percep-
tion of God as either genuine or non-genuine.

To the extent that theists who are indeterminists can hope to
answer the question of whether or not a particular experience is a gen-
uine perception of God, they must hope to do so not via neurosci-
entific inquiry then, but via theological reflection. In the case of my
examples, God, we think, might very well have wanted to speak to
Jean2 and convey the worth of my new book (you’ll remember they’re
my examples, so you’re indulging me in the details); God, we think,
wouldn’t have wanted to speak to John2 and tell him to kill whom-
ever was in the first house he came across in Beverley Hills. In other
words, if we’re theists who are also indeterminists, it’s what I’ve been
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calling the veracity of the perceptions in question that can be our only
guide as to their genuineness. Although a fallible guide is still a guide
and in the absence of any more reliable guide we should use it, it
is worth pointing out that this guide can’t remove all sceptical wor-
ries about the genuineness or non-genuineness of an apparent percep-
tion of God for two reasons. Firstly, we don’t have a perfect grasp on
veracity. There might be a good reason for God to tell John2 to go
and kill people in the first house he comes across in Beverley Hills
even though this good reason is such as to be beyond our comprehen-
sion15 and thus we are doomed to mistakenly think of John2’s appar-
ent perception of God as not genuine. Secondly, and of more interest,
veracity doesn’t guarantee genuineness. A veracious perception might
– after all – have been ‘luckily’ initiated by an uncaused quantum
event. We shall finish by focusing on this possibility.

Just after the passage that I began by quoting, Hobbes famously
said that people’s saying that God had spoken to them in their dreams
was their saying no more than they would have said had they said
that they had dreamt that God had spoken to them. We have seen
reason to suppose that Hobbes was wrong about this. God spoke to
a certain person in a dream if the experience that occurred to that
person whilst that person was asleep was of the right phenomenolog-
ical sort and was directly-enough caused by God; God didn’t speak
to that person if the experience wasn’t of the right phenomenological
sort or was uncaused. Even if the phenomenology is the same, there
is a metaphysical difference between God’s speaking to people in their
dreams and people’s merely dreaming that God is speaking to them.
But one might think that Hobbes would have been right to worry
about how, if we are theists who are also indeterminists, we can hope
to collect evidence that will be pertinent to differentiating between two
apparent perceptions of God where each experience is of the right
phenomenological sort to be an experience as if of God; each is an
experience which our theological reflection tells us God might very
well have wanted to give to the subject in question; and the only
difference between them is the metaphysical one, that one’s caused
directly enough by God to be a perception and the other is uncaused.
On indeterminism, there’s no even-in-principle-epistemically-accessible-
to-us difference between these two experiences. There’s nothing that
could act as any reason – even a fallible reason – for us to classify
such an apparent perception as either genuine or non-genuine.16

Of course, a practically minded person might equally well think
that Hobbes wouldn’t have been right to worry about this at all,
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because it can’t actually matter for practical purposes. A counterfeit
banknote that was truly indistinguishable from a genuine one would
be as good as a genuine one for all practical purposes. Given that the
beliefs that they come to as a result of their experiences are the same
and true, Joe’s experience is as good as Jim’s for all practical purposes.
So, if the beliefs that one comes to are the same and true in both
cases, dreaming that God’s said something to one is as good as God’s
saying that thing to one in one’s dream for all practical purposes. But
philosophers are characteristically (essentially?) not the sort of people
who are prone to this sort of practical mindedness. They’re precisely
the sort of people who’d prefer a genuine banknote to a perfect coun-
terfeit. Thus, they’re precisely the sort of people who’ll be worried to
be told that if they live in an indeterministic universe, there’s no way
they’ll ever be able to give themselves reason to believe that they’ve
had a genuine perception of God rather than a merely luckily-true-
belief-inducing hallucination of Him. And this is what I’ve been tell-
ing them.
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Notes

1. T. Hobbes, Leviathan, Part III, chapter 32, (Penguin, 1975), 410–411
2. I have in mind something like Magritte’s La Condition Humaine. If you’re more

familiar with David Pears’s work than Rene Magritte’s, you’ll be helped to
know that it’s the picture on the front of the first volume of his The False
Prison (Oxford: Clarendon, 1987).

3. W. Alston, Perceiving God (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), 21–22. My
comments in the main text are all compatible with the broad tenor of Alston’s
account. As he says, we indirectly perceive X just if ‘we perceive X by virtue of
perceiving something else, Y’ (page 21); but I am more chary than he in call-
ing cases where one has perceived X by virtue of perceiving something else, Y,
cases where one really has perceived X at all, rather than cases where one has
been led to think of X – even perhaps have a veridical experience as if of it –
without perceiving it. This is because of a rather unshakeable intuition that I
have – and don’t seem to share with him – that if I am standing on the runway
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looking at the aeroplane, I perceive it; if I’m in the control tower looking at
the c.c. t.v. screen on which an image of the aeroplane is displayed, I don’t
perceive it – even though (in principle – it is I confess unlikely in practice) I
might have an experience that is phenomenologically identical to the one I’d
have had if I had been on the runway.

4. For a recent expression of such worries see N. Zangwill, ‘The myth of religious
experience’, Religious Studies 40 (2004), 1–22.

5. See R. Swinburne, The Existence of God (Oxford: Clarendon, 1979), page 254
and following.

6. The sort of experience I shall be focusing on then is an unusual one even
on Theism. On Theism, one ordinarily ‘perceives’ God less directly than this,
through – for example – one’s friends; the church; one’s conscience; the bible;
the beauty of the natural world; and so forth. But these less-direct ‘perceptions’
are less obviously perceptions precisely for being less direct; in these situations,
one is more like the second detective than the first. It will be recalled that I
wish to focus on experiences which have as good a claim as possible from their
phenomenology for being perceptions of God (rather than ideas of God caused
by perceptions of something else) because I wish to focus on the question of
whether or not one could know of such an experience that it had been caused
directly enough by God to count as a genuine perception of Him.

7. Of course, it has occasionally been maintained – by, for example, J. Baillie, Our
Knowledge of God (New York: OUP, 1939) – that no one ever perceives any-
thing but God. But such a position commits one to defending the claim that
in the vast majority of instances people are mistaken about what it is they’re
perceiving and for ‘ordinary language reasons’ if none other we should hence
be reluctant to go down this road. Another reason to avoid it is that it would
be impossible having gone down it to draw analogies across from day-to-day
perception of physical objects to cases of putative perception of God, for there
would on one’s theory in fact be no cases of day-to-day perception of physical
objects. Such a position then eviscerates any apologetic for perceiving God.

8. What I call a ‘completely deterministic universe’ is one in which the state of
the universe at any time (after the first) is causally necessitated in all its details
by its preceding state and the laws of nature; a deterministic universe is one in
which – unless a supernatural agent Humean-miraculously intervenes – the state
of the universe at any time (after the first) is causally necessitated in all its
details by its preceding state and the laws of nature. One could not be a ‘com-
plete determinist’ then yet allow that God or some other supernatural agent
has ever Humean-miraculously intervened, but one might be a ‘determinist’ and
allow this.

9. In the main text, I confine myself to cases where the action takes place in the
brain. This might reasonably be thought to be unduly restrictive because, for
example, in a deterministic universe God could cause sound waves to appear
a certain distance from someone’s head, conveying His words to that person
but only indirectly affecting that person’s brain; and yet still we’d still say
that that person had perceived God. If one does think this, one would need
to replace ‘brain’ with something like ‘brain or something linked via a short
enough causal chain (perhaps of the right sort) to the brain’; this would not
affect the substance of my argument.
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10. For an explanation of why indeterminists cannot make sense of God violating a
law of nature, see C. Hughes, ‘Miracles, laws of nature and causation’, Proceed-
ings of the Aristotelian Society, supplementary volume 66 (1992), 179–205 and
my ‘Miracles and laws of nature’, Religious Studies 37 (2003), 33–58.

11. I am in this paper ignoring the possibility that one might be an Idealist.
12. If one doesn’t say this, one will find it impossible to account for the perception

of any physical object.
13. See W. Alston, Perceiving God, 228 and following. Alston is more relaxed than

I about how proximate God’s direct action would need to be for the resul-
tant experience to count as a perception. This is unsurprising, one might think,
given that as we have seen he would count what he calls ‘indirect perception’ as
perception whereas I would not. In fact he seems prepared to commit himself
to a view whereby Jean1 would count as having perceived God. At one stage
(page 232) he suggests that if God were merely to ‘figure somewhere among
the causal conditions of mystical experience’ this would be enough for such
an experience to count as a perception; thus, as ‘it is an essential part of the
Christian scheme that God figures among the causes of any occurrence what-
soever. . . so, according to Christian belief, mystical experiences could not fail to
satisfy the causal requirement. . .The mere fact that mystical experience can be
explained in terms of causally sufficient proximate natural factors has no ten-
dency to show that it does not constitute veridical perception of God.’ For clar-
ity, we should note that Alston is using the word ‘veridical’ to refer to what I
have been calling the ‘genuineness’ of a perception. In any case, there is obvi-
ously substantial difference between us; presumably Alston would take Jean1 as
having perceived God (whereas I would not) and thus need to do some fancy
footwork (of the sort sketched perhaps) to exclude John1 as having done so.
The suggestion in the main text that we would not regard Jean1 as having per-
ceived God because – a la Joe – the causal chain between God’s direct action
and the experience in question is simply too long means that we would part
company with Alston here.

14. Thus a similar problem to that I raise at the end of this paper will arise with
regards to how one could know an action that one appears to have chosen to
perform is one which one did indeed choose to perform if one is a substance
dualist who sees free choice as involving souls directly causing things to happen
in the brain in accordance with the indeterministic laws of nature.

15. I write this having just watched the film Frailty, which raises these questions in
a rather interesting form.

16. My reflections on what might follow were one to try to assuage this worry by
becoming an externalist about knowledge are contained in my ‘How a single
personal revelation might not be a source of knowledge’, Religious Studies, 39
(2003), 347-357.
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