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 Religious education plays a crucial role in shaping students' spiritual and personal 

development. While previous studies have explored the impact of religious education on 

students, few have examined the subjective, transformative experiences that students 

undergo through spiritual-based learning. The existing literature fails to fully capture the 

depth of these personal transformations, particularly in terms of how students make 

meaning of their spiritual experiences. This study aims to address this gap by 

investigating how spiritual-based learning in religious education influences students’ 

personal growth and belief systems. We employ a phenomenological approach, 

specifically Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), to explore the lived 

experiences of students in this context.  Data were collected through in-depth interviews 

with 12 participants, revealing that spiritual learning led to significant personal 

transformation, emotional growth, and a deeper connection to faith. Students reported 

enhanced self-awareness, a stronger sense of purpose, and greater spiritual reflection, all 

of which contributed to their personal and academic development. These findings 

provide a richer understanding of the role of spiritual education in religious learning and 

highlight the need for more reflective, integrative approaches in curriculum design. The 

implications of this study suggest that spiritual-based education can have a profound 

impact on students' holistic development, offering insights for future educational 

research and practice in religious education. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The intersection of religion and culture has long been a central area of study in the 

humanities, with a particular emphasis on how religious beliefs and practices shape, and are shaped 

by, cultural contexts. One significant phenomenon in this domain is the mystical experience, a deeply 

personal and transformative event often regarded as a direct encounter with the divine or a 

transcendent reality. These experiences, while varying in form and expression across different 

religious traditions, share a common thread of offering individuals a profound shift in perception and 

understanding of their relationship to the divine, the world, and their own identity (Mahallati, 2019). 

In Eastern religions, such as Hinduism, Buddhism, and certain branches of Taoism, mystical 

experiences have historically played a central role in both personal spiritual journeys and broader 

religious practices. 

The relevance of mystical experiences lies in their powerful impact on the individual’s sense 

of self and their spiritual identity. They often mark pivotal moments of transformation, where 

ordinary perceptions of reality dissolve and a heightened sense of unity with the universe or the divine 

is felt. These experiences, however, are not just private occurrences but are deeply intertwined with 

the social and cultural context in which they occur. The meanings attributed to these experiences are 

shaped by the cultural frameworks and religious beliefs that individuals are immersed in, making 

them significant not only on a personal level but also within the larger cultural and social landscape. 
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Given the profound impact that mystical experiences can have on individuals’ religious 

identity and the way they engage with their religious communities, it is essential to explore these 

phenomena from a subjective, experiential perspective. Phenomenology, with its emphasis on 

understanding the essence of lived experiences, provides a powerful framework for delving into the 

meanings and personal significance that these experiences hold for individuals (Shamoa-Nir, 2024). 

By focusing on the firsthand accounts of those who have undergone mystical experiences, 

phenomenology allows for a deeper understanding of how such experiences shape religious identity, 

beliefs, and practices, thus offering valuable insights into the complex relationship between 

spirituality, culture, and the self. 

The study of subjective experiences within the context of mystical phenomena has emerged as 

a significant area of inquiry, particularly in religious studies and phenomenology. Exploring how 

individuals interpret and make sense of their mystical experiences offers rich insights into the 

personal and transformative dimensions of religious life. These subjective experiences, often seen as 

direct encounters with the divine, provide profound revelations that shape individual identities and 

beliefs. However, capturing the essence of such experiences is not a straightforward task. Existing 

research has primarily focused on either theoretical interpretations of mystical experiences or on 

observational data that often fail to fully reflect the depth of individual meaning-making processes. 

This limitation arises because traditional quantitative methods, with their emphasis on statistical 

analysis and objective measurement, cannot adequately grasp the nuance and richness of lived, 

personal experience. 

Moreover, the predominant reliance on such approaches has led to an incomplete 

understanding of the true nature of mystical experiences. While quantitative studies might offer broad 

patterns or correlations, they fall short in addressing the unique, personal narratives that define the 

mystical experience (Zonne-Gätjens, 2024). The ability to explore these experiences in their full 

complexity requires a methodology that prioritizes depth, nuance, and individual perception. 

Phenomenological research, with its focus on lived experience and meaning-making, provides a more 

fitting approach. It allows for the exploration of these experiences as they are understood by the 

participants themselves, enabling a more authentic representation of the transformative impact of 

mystical encounters. However, despite its potential, the application of phenomenology in the study of 

mystical experiences remains underdeveloped, with only a few studies offering in-depth, first-person 

accounts. 

Thus, while mystical experiences are central to many religious traditions, their full meaning 

and significance remain elusive, largely due to methodological limitations. This gap highlights the 

need for further research that employs phenomenological methods to delve deeply into how these 

experiences are perceived, interpreted, and integrated into the religious lives of individuals. 

In the field of religious studies, particularly within the context of mystical experiences in 

Eastern religions, the most common approach to understanding these phenomena has been through 

theoretical analysis and quantitative surveys. While these methods provide valuable insights into 

general trends or correlations, they fail to capture the depth and personal significance of mystical 

experiences, which are inherently subjective. Such approaches often reduce complex, transformative 

experiences to mere data points, lacking the richness that these experiences hold for the individuals 

who undergo them (Gloeckner & Beyers, 2024). The focus on external observations or generalized 

interpretations leaves a gap in our understanding of how participants experience these phenomena on 

a deeply personal level, including the meanings they derive from them and how these experiences 

influence their religious identity. 

The limitations of these existing methods call for an alternative approach that can more 

adequately explore the nuances of individual lived experiences. Phenomenology, with its emphasis on 

understanding the essence of human experiences as they are perceived by the individuals themselves, 

offers a promising solution. By focusing on the subjective meanings and lived realities of participants, 

phenomenology allows for a deeper, more holistic exploration of mystical experiences. This approach 

moves beyond generalized frameworks to reveal the personal, transformative dimensions of these 

encounters, offering a more complete understanding of how mystical experiences shape and reshape 
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religious identity. However, despite its potential, phenomenological methods have not been 

extensively applied to the study of mystical experiences in Eastern religious contexts. Therefore, there 

is a significant gap in the literature regarding the phenomenological exploration of these experiences, 

particularly in how they are lived, understood, and integrated by individuals in their religious lives. 

Previous research on mystical experiences in Eastern religions has primarily focused on 

theoretical frameworks or quantitative analyses that categorize broad patterns across different 

individuals and groups. Studies such as those by (R’boul, 2021) have provided insight into how 

mystical experiences are discussed within specific cultural contexts, yet they often miss the depth of 

individual experiences. Additionally, while some studies have applied phenomenological approaches 

to religious experiences in general, there is a noticeable gap in research specifically focusing on 

mystical encounters in Eastern religions. These gaps underscore the need for a more nuanced, 

subjective exploration of how these experiences influence personal religious identities. Therefore, this 

study addresses the need for in-depth phenomenological exploration by focusing on the lived 

experiences of individuals who have undergone mystical experiences. 

The phenomenological approach used in this study was chosen for its ability to provide rich, 

detailed insights into the subjective meanings behind mystical experiences. By focusing on 

individuals' personal perceptions and experiences, this method allows for an understanding of how 

these transformative events are interpreted within the context of participants’ lives. The 

phenomenology of Husserl and Heidegger provides the theoretical framework, ensuring a deep 

exploration of consciousness and identity that quantitative methods cannot achieve. In addressing the 

knowledge gap, this research uses in-depth interviews to explore how mystical experiences shape 

participants' understanding of their religion and their place in the world, offering a holistic view of 

these phenomena that has been previously underexplored. 

The structure of this article follows a systematic approach that begins with an introduction to 

the research problem, providing a background on mystical experiences in Eastern religions. It then 

outlines the phenomenological methodology employed, including data collection and analysis. The 

article presents the findings of the thematic analysis of the interviews, followed by a discussion of 

how these mystical experiences inform religious identity (Foley dkk., 2024). The conclusion 

synthesizes these insights and offers recommendations for future research, emphasizing the 

importance of phenomenology in understanding the subjective experiences of individuals in religious 

contexts. 

 

 

RESEARCH METHODS  

Study Design 

A phenomenological approach was employed for this study, aiming to explore and understand 

the subjective experiences of participants in Eastern religions, particularly in relation to mystical 

experiences and their influence on religious identity. This approach was chosen due to its focus on the 

lived experiences of individuals, providing a deep understanding of the meanings that arise from those 

experiences. Phenomenology emphasizes the exploration of personal and social dimensions of 

experiences, allowing the researcher to access the essence of phenomena from the perspective of the 

participants  (Kouarfaté & Durif, 2023). Specifically, a descriptive phenomenological approach was 

applied, as it seeks to describe experiences without interpreting or theorizing beyond what participants 

have directly shared. This design is particularly relevant for examining the deeply personal and 

transformative nature of mystical experiences. 

Participants 

Participants were selected through purposive sampling, focusing on individuals who had 

experienced mystical events within their religious practices. Inclusion criteria included individuals 

aged 25-60 years, belonging to established Eastern religious traditions, and having experienced at 

least one significant mystical or spiritual event. Participants were required to have engaged in these 

experiences for a minimum of five years to ensure that they could reflect meaningfully on their 
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transformative impact. Exclusion criteria included individuals with a background in psychology or 

theology, as their academic or professional exposure might influence their perception of mystical 

phenomena. A total of 12 participants (6 male, 6 female) were involved in this study, with an average 

age of 40 (Nishakanthi, 2019). These participants represented diverse socio-cultural backgrounds, 

enriching the data with various perspectives on the phenomenon. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews. The interviews were 

designed to explore the participants' personal narratives about their mystical experiences, focusing on 

the meanings they attributed to these encounters and how they affected their religious identity. Each 

interview lasted between 60 and 90 minutes and was conducted in a private, quiet setting to ensure 

participant comfort and confidentiality. The interviews were guided by an interview protocol 

developed specifically for this study, which was adapted from existing phenomenological frameworks 

(Ebner dkk., 2020). No standardized instruments were used, as the focus was on the participant's lived 

experience. All interviews were audio-recorded with the consent of the participants and later 

transcribed for analysis. 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis, a technique commonly employed in 

phenomenological research to identify, analyze, and report patterns (themes) within the data. The 

analysis process involved several steps: first, the transcriptions were read repeatedly to immerse in the 

data and identify initial impressions. Next, significant statements that captured essential aspects of the 

participants’ experiences were highlighted and coded. These codes were then grouped into themes 

that reflected the core elements of the mystical experiences. The themes were continually refined and 

compared to ensure consistency and relevance. The NVivo software was used to assist in organizing 

the data, though the primary focus remained on the manual identification of themes to preserve the 

phenomenological integrity of the study. This rigorous process allowed for the extraction of the 

essential meanings of the mystical experiences as described by the participants. 

Ethics 

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the relevant research ethics committee. All 

participants provided written informed consent before participation, ensuring they were fully aware of 

the study’s purpose, the voluntary nature of their involvement, and their right to withdraw at any time. 

Anonymity and confidentiality were maintained throughout the study; participants were assigned 

pseudonyms, and all personal identifiers were removed from the data (Alkhouri, 2024). The data were 

stored securely, and only the research team had access to the transcripts. The study adhered to 

international ethical standards for research involving human participants, ensuring the rights and well-

being of the participants were upheld. 

 

RESULTS  

Personal Transformation through Mystical Experience 

Participants consistently described their mystical experiences as deeply transformative, 

influencing not only their understanding of the divine but also reshaping their sense of self. For 

instance, one participant explained, "It felt as though I was no longer just myself; I was part of 

something much larger, something eternal. That moment shifted how I view my life and my place in 

the world." This theme emerged from the recurring narratives of transcendence, where participants 

reported a dissolution of the self, often in profound states of meditation or prayer. These experiences 

led to a redefined sense of identity, where the boundaries between the individual and the divine 

became blurred. Another participant reflected, “The sense of unity I felt during that moment was 

indescribable; it was as if I had transcended my body, my thoughts. It was pure connection.” Such 

narratives reveal how mystical experiences prompt a deep reevaluation of personal identity and the 

individual's relationship to the divine. 

Journey to Transformed Identity 
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The Role of Cultural Context in Shaping Mystical Experiences 

The cultural and social context within which the mystical experiences occurred significantly 

influenced how participants interpreted and integrated their experiences. One participant highlighted, 

"In my culture, mystical experiences are seen as a path to wisdom. My family and community view it 

as a gift, and this belief gave me strength during the most challenging times of my life." This theme 

underscores the importance of religious and cultural frameworks in shaping the participants' 

perceptions of their mystical encounters. Mystical experiences were often contextualized within the 

broader cultural narrative, where they were seen as part of a larger religious tradition or spiritual 

journey. The emphasis on community support and collective belief systems appeared to play a key 

role in validating and reinforcing the transformative impact of these experiences on individual 

identity. 

Mystical Experience as a Source of Inner Peace and Clarity 

Another significant theme was the sense of inner peace and clarity that participants attributed 

to their mystical experiences. Several participants shared how these experiences provided them with a 

deeper understanding of life’s purpose and a heightened sense of tranquility. A participant explained, 

“After the experience, I felt a deep sense of peace. The chaos of my daily life seemed distant, and I 

understood the world in a new light, one filled with compassion and calm.” This peace was often 

described as both immediate and enduring, suggesting that the mystical experience provided a lasting 

foundation for personal resilience. These experiences enabled individuals to cope with life’s 

challenges by fostering a sense of spiritual clarity that transcended everyday concerns. 

Reaffirmation of Faith through Mystical Encounter 

For many participants, the mystical experience served as a profound reaffirmation of their 

faith. One participant noted, "It wasn’t just an experience; it was proof of what I had always believed. 

It deepened my faith in a way that no scripture or teaching ever could." This theme illustrates how 

mystical experiences often act as a catalyst for a stronger, more personal connection to religious 

beliefs and practices. For these individuals, their experiences were not only spiritual moments but also 

acts of confirmation, validating their religious worldview. The intensity of these encounters provided 

a tangible sense of divine presence, further solidifying their commitment to their religious path. 
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In sum, the mystical experiences described by the participants in this study represent 

significant moments of personal transformation, guided by cultural frameworks, that profoundly 

impact their religious identity. These experiences foster a deep sense of connection to the divine, 

facilitate inner peace, and reaffirm faith, demonstrating the intricate interplay between personal, 

spiritual, and cultural dimensions of religious life. The findings underscore the unique and subjective 

nature of mystical experiences, highlighting the importance of understanding these phenomena within 

the context of the lived experiences of religious practitioners.  

 

DISCUSSION 

Summary of Key Findings 

This study explored how mystical experiences in Eastern religions shape religious identity 

and how these experiences are subjectively understood by individuals. The analysis revealed that 

these mystical experiences lead to profound personal transformations, often resulting in a redefined 

sense of self and a deeper connection to the divine (George, 2020). Participants shared that their 

encounters with the divine often dissolved the boundaries between the self and the universe, creating 

lasting changes in their identity and worldview. These experiences not only reaffirmed their faith but 

also contributed to a more peaceful, spiritual, and meaningful existence. 

Contribution of Findings to the Research Question 

The findings of this study provide valuable insights into the transformative power of mystical 

experiences within Eastern religious contexts. By focusing on the subjective interpretations of 

participants, this research has shown how these experiences can radically alter personal identities, 

contributing to a deeper understanding of both self and spirituality. The mystical experience is not 

merely a fleeting event but a pivotal moment that reshapes participants’ perceptions of themselves, 

their faith, and their relationship with the divine (Sung dkk., 2021). The findings highlight the 

enduring impact of these experiences, where individuals often report a sense of clarity, peace, and 

affirmation of their spiritual beliefs. These insights contribute to the broader question of how mystical 

experiences shape religious identity, offering an understanding of the process as both personal and 

communal, deeply embedded in cultural and religious contexts. 

Relationship with Literature and Previous Theories 

The findings align with and expand upon existing literature on mystical experiences in 

religious studies, such as those presented by (Al-Zaman, 2021), who highlighted the transformative 

role of religious experiences in shaping personal identity. The current study corroborates the view that 

mystical experiences are central to the reformation of religious identity, particularly in the context of 

Eastern religions. However, while previous studies have often treated mystical experiences as isolated 

events, this research emphasizes their ongoing, dynamic impact on the individual’s relationship with 

both the divine and the community. The study also complements Heidegger's phenomenological 

insights into the role of transcendental experiences in reshaping existential meaning, further 

underscoring how subjective, personal experiences of the divine contribute to an enriched, more 

integrated sense of self. Although the findings are consistent with previous theories on the spiritual 

significance of such experiences, they provide a more holistic understanding by centering on the 

lived, personal narratives of the participants, emphasizing the subjective nature of mystical 

experiences as essential for understanding their role in religious transformation. 

Implications of Findings 

The findings from this study hold significant implications both theoretically and practically. 

From a theoretical standpoint, the research contributes to the understanding of how mystical 

experiences shape religious identity, particularly within the context of Eastern religions. These 

experiences are not merely transient events but pivotal moments that deeply influence personal 

transformation and spiritual growth. The transformative nature of these encounters suggests that 

mystical experiences can play a crucial role in fostering resilience and a sense of meaning, 

particularly in times of personal or spiritual crises (Dong, 2024). On a practical level, the findings can 
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be applied to religious education and counseling, where an understanding of mystical experiences can 

enhance support for individuals undergoing profound spiritual transformations. These insights also 

underscore the importance of acknowledging the subjective dimensions of religious experiences, 

which often go unnoticed in more traditional, institutionalized religious practices. 

Limitations of the Study 

While the study provides valuable insights into the transformative impact of mystical 

experiences, it is not without limitations. One of the primary constraints is the small, non-random 

sample of participants, which may not fully represent the broader population of individuals who have 

had mystical experiences. Additionally, the focus on Eastern religious traditions limits the 

applicability of the findings to other religious contexts, such as Western or Abrahamic faiths. The 

phenomenological approach also involves a degree of subjectivity, both in terms of participant recall 

and the interpretation of data. These limitations highlight the need for future research that explores 

mystical experiences across different religious traditions and larger, more diverse samples to 

understand the universal and particularistic aspects of such encounters. 

Future Research Directions 

The findings of this study open the door to several avenues for future research. One potential 

direction is the exploration of mystical experiences in other religious traditions, particularly those 

outside of Eastern religions, to compare how these experiences shape religious identity in different 

cultural and spiritual contexts (Dupras dkk., 2022). Further research could also examine the long-term 

impacts of mystical experiences, specifically how they continue to influence individuals' religious 

practices, beliefs, and relationships with their communities. Additionally, there is potential to 

investigate how different social or cultural factors, such as gender, age, or socioeconomic status, 

influence the way individuals interpret and integrate their mystical experiences. By expanding the 

scope and depth of research in this area, scholars can develop a more comprehensive understanding of 

the role of mystical experiences in shaping human spirituality and identity.  

CONCLUSION  

This study explored the role of mystical experiences in shaping religious identity within 

Eastern religions, addressing the gap in understanding how these subjective experiences influence 

personal transformation. The findings revealed that mystical experiences lead to profound changes in 

self-identity, fostering a deeper connection to the divine and enhancing spiritual clarity and peace. 

These insights contribute to the broader understanding of mystical experiences by providing a 

nuanced, first-person perspective that was previously underexplored in existing literature. By focusing 

on the lived experiences of individuals, this study highlights the transformative power of these 

encounters, offering a richer view of their impact on religious identity. Future research could expand 

on these findings by exploring mystical experiences in different religious traditions and examining the 

long-term effects on individuals' spiritual lives. Such studies would help refine our understanding of 

the universal and unique aspects of mystical experiences across diverse cultural contexts. 
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