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across different religious traditions. Yet, existing studies have primarily examined
mysticism through doctrinal or historical analysis, leaving insufficient understanding of
how the Transcendent is experienced in the immediacy of human consciousness. This
study addresses that gap by applying interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) to
explore how Muslim and Christian participants encounter and make meaning of divine
presence in their lived experiences. Using in-depth interviews, the research identified
four essential structures of experience divine unity, ineffability, personal
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clustering, and interpretative synthesis to ensure methodological transparency and
replicability. The findings demonstrate that phenomenology effectively captures the
existential depth of spiritual experience, uncovering shared modes of sacred awareness
that unite distinct faith traditions. By situating mystical experience as both personal and
interreligious, the study extends phenomenological theology toward a more integrative
understanding of faith as an experiential phenomenon. These insights enrich
comparative theology and suggest that future research should expand phenomenological
inquiry to include diverse spiritual contexts, fostering dialogue grounded in lived
experience rather than abstract belief.
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INTRODUCTION

In the contemporary landscape of religious and theological inquiry, there has been a growing
recognition of the need to understand faith not merely as a system of doctrines, but as a lived
experience (Lopes Cardozo & Srimulyani, 2021). The study of religion has progressively moved
beyond textual and institutional frameworks toward an exploration of how individuals encounter,
interpret, and embody the sacred in their everyday lives. Within this context, mystical experience the
deeply personal and often ineffable encounter with the Divine has become a central phenomenon of
interest, particularly in comparative religion and theology (West, 2021). Such experiences transcend
the boundaries of religious affiliation, offering a window into the universal dimension of spirituality
that connects believers across traditions.

The phenomenon of mystical encounter holds profound relevance in today’s pluralistic
societies, where religious diversity coexists with shared existential concerns about meaning,
transcendence, and the human longing for the sacred (Mukhlis, Suradi, et al., 2023; Mukhlis,
2025b). In both Islam and Christianity, mystical traditions such as tasawuf and contemplative
theology provide pathways through which adherents experience an intimate awareness of the Divine
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Presence (Ibarra, 2021). These encounters often challenge conventional theological categories,
revealing spirituality as an experiential reality rather than a purely doctrinal construct. Through the
lens of lived experience, mystical phenomena offer insights into how faith is felt, interpreted, and
transformed within diverse cultural and religious settings.

Despite these developments, scholarship still lacks a focused understanding of how
individuals consciously live through and interpret their mystical encounters. Existing research
predominantly emphasizes doctrinal, historical, or conceptual analyses, leaving limited attention to
the first-person, experiential dimension of divine encounter. (Sweida-Metwally, 2025). Existing
studies have largely focused on doctrinal comparisons or historical analyses, leaving a gap in
understanding how individuals live through and make sense of their encounters with the
Transcendent. A phenomenological approach, which privileges the subjective dimension of
consciousness, provides the conceptual tools to uncover the essence of these experiences as they
appear to those who live them (Greene-Hayes, 2021). By attending to the intentionality and meaning-
formation within mystical encounters, phenomenology enables a deeper appreciation of how the
sacred is disclosed in personal and interreligious contexts.

In an era marked by increasing interfaith engagement, exploring mystical experience through
phenomenology is not only intellectually relevant but also socially meaningful. It opens a dialogical
space where different faith traditions can recognize shared dimensions of divine experience, fostering
mutual understanding without erasing theological distinctiveness (Blumenstock, 2023). This
interpretative movement from personal experience to interreligious meaning positions
phenomenology as a vital framework for contemporary comparative theology, bridging the gap
between inner spirituality and collective theological reflection.

Building upon the broader understanding of religious experience, recent scholarship has
increasingly focused on the subjective dimension of mystical and spiritual phenomena as a vital area
of inquiry in comparative religion and theology (Beddu et al., 2024). Within this subfield,
phenomenological research seeks to illuminate how individuals consciously experience and interpret
encounters with the Divine, emphasizing meaning-making rather than metaphysical explanation. Such
inquiry recognizes that spiritual experience cannot be reduced to theological propositions or
sociological trends but must be grasped through the first-person perspective of those who live through
it (Muala & Hakim, 2023). This experiential focus distinguishes phenomenology from other
approaches, offering a pathway to uncover the essence of religious life as it manifests in human
consciousness.

However, the exploration of such deeply personal and transcendent experiences presents
significant methodological challenges (Ben-Lulu, 2022). Mystical experiences are inherently ineffable
and often resist articulation, making them difficult to capture through conventional empirical or
quantitative methods (Stewart, 2022). Statistical measures, while valuable in identifying patterns of
belief or practice, fail to convey the qualitative richness of inner spiritual transformation (Chalwadi,
2024). Similarly, purely textual or doctrinal analyses overlook the lived dimension of faith the felt
presence, silence, awe, and unity experienced by the believer. Consequently, much of the existing
theological and religious research remains at the level of interpretation about experience rather than
from within it.

This methodological gap underscores why traditional research paradigms have been
insufficient in grasping the depth and essence of mystical experience (Mukhlis, Arifin, Ridwan, &
Zulbaidah, 2025; Mukhlis, Arifin, Ridwan, Zulbaidah, et al., 2025). Without a focus on
subjective meaning, studies risk misrepresenting the phenomenon as abstract or detached from the
existential realities of the individual (Tumadi et al., 2025). Phenomenology, particularly in its
interpretative form, offers a corrective by situating experience as the primary source of knowledge
about the sacred. Through attentive description and hermeneutic interpretation, it enables scholars to
discern how the Divine is encountered and understood in the immediacy of consciousness. Thus,
phenomenological inquiry not only fills an epistemic void in the study of mysticism but also
contributes to a more holistic theology that honors the complexity of lived faith.
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While prior research in comparative theology and religious studies has offered rich textual,
doctrinal, and sociological analyses of mysticism, the experiential dimension of divine encounter
remains insufficiently examined (Biehl & Neckelmann, 2024). Most studies addressing mystical
experiences in Islam and Christianity have relied on conceptual or exegetical frameworks, focusing on
theological interpretation or historical comparison rather than on the lived experiences of
practitioners. These conventional approaches though methodologically rigorous tend to emphasize the
external expressions of faith and overlook the inner phenomenological processes through which
individuals perceive, interpret, and give meaning to their encounters with the Divine.

Existing methodologies often apply practical or descriptive approaches for instance,
comparative theology or religious hermeneutics to map similarities and differences across traditions.
However, such methods are inherently limited in their ability to capture the embodied and subjective
nature of spiritual experience (Turner, 2022). Quantitative surveys and doctrinal analyses cannot
access the pre-reflective dimensions of consciousness that define mystical awareness. As a result,
much of the scholarship provides intellectual interpretations of mysticism but fails to address the
existential texture of what it means to experience the Transcendent within the immediacy of human
consciousness.

These limitations indicate a critical need for a methodological framework that prioritizes first-
person experience and interpretative depth. A phenomenological approach specifically interpretative
phenomenological analysis (IPA) offers such a framework by situating experience as the primary data
for theological reflection (Toivonen & Lyhykédinen, 2025). Through this lens, mystical encounters are
not abstract theological concepts but lived phenomena that reveal the structures of consciousness and
meaning as they are experienced by the individual. By adopting phenomenology, this study seeks to
bridge the gap between doctrinal theology and lived spirituality, uncovering the essential meanings
that emerge when human consciousness encounters the Divine.

Previous studies in comparative theology and religious phenomenology have explored
mystical experience through various theoretical lenses, including psychology of religion,
hermeneutics, and interreligious dialogue. Scholars such as (Bornet, 2024)have emphasized the
importance of interpreting religious experience as a dynamic encounter rather than a static belief.
However, most of these works remain limited to conceptual reflection, lacking empirical exploration
of lived mystical experience across faith traditions. The current research builds upon these theoretical
foundations by shifting the focus from doctrine to lived consciousness (Reed, 2024). This transition
allows for a more authentic understanding of how individuals from different religions experience the
Divine as a felt reality.

To address the methodological and epistemological gaps identified earlier, this study adopts
an interpretative phenomenological approach (IPA). The method provides a structured way to uncover
how participants assign meaning to their experiences of divine encounter. It enables a detailed
interpretation of their lived realities by focusing on intentionality, embodiment, and the hermeneutic
circle of understanding (Snook et al., 2023). This approach directly responds to the knowledge gap by
emphasizing meaning-making rather than abstract theorization. Through phenomenology, the study
reveals how the sacred is experienced as both deeply personal and interreligiously shared.

This article is organized into several key sections to ensure clarity and coherence. The
Introduction outlines the conceptual and contextual basis of the study, highlighting the need for
phenomenological inquiry in comparative theology (Mukhlis et al., 2024; Mukhlis, Maryam, et
al., 2023). The Method section details the interpretative phenomenological design, including data
collection and analysis procedures (Minor et al., 2023). The Results present thematic findings derived
from participants’ narratives, structured around lived meanings of mystical encounter. Finally, the
Discussion and Conclusion interpret these findings in relation to existing literature, offering new
insights into how phenomenology deepens theological understanding across religious boundaries.
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RESEARCH METHODS
Study Design

This study employed an interpretative phenomenological design, grounded in the
philosophical foundations of hermeneutic phenomenology as articulated by Martin Heidegger (Lutz
& Knox, 2014; McNabb, 2015). The phenomenological approach was chosen to explore and
interpret the lived experiences of individuals who reported mystical encounters with the Divine within
Islamic and Christian traditions. This design is particularly suited for uncovering the depth of meaning
embedded in participants’ first-person accounts, emphasizing how individuals make sense of their
spiritual realities.

Phenomenology focuses on subjective consciousness and the way meaning arises from direct
experience. By using an interpretative approach, the study sought to move beyond mere description to
understand how these experiences are interpreted by participants within their theological and
existential contexts. This method thus enabled the identification of both personal and shared structures
of meaning that reveal the essence of “encountering the Transcendent” across religious boundaries.
Given the interpretative stance of hermeneutic phenomenology, particular attention was paid to the
researcher’s positionality; the primary researcher documented their scholarly and spiritual background
in a brief positionality statement prior to data collection and revisited it during the study as a reflexive
aid for monitoring how personal commitments might influence the interpretation of participants’
accounts.

Participants

Participants consisted of individuals from Islamic and Christian backgrounds who self-
identified as having experienced mystical or contemplative encounters with the Divine (Hillman &
Radel, 2018; Migdal, 2018). Selection followed a purposive sampling strategy, ensuring the
inclusion of those who had substantial reflective or spiritual experience relevant to the phenomenon
under study.

Eligibility criteria included adults aged 25-65, engaged in consistent spiritual or
contemplative practice (such as dhikr, prayer, or meditation), and capable of articulating their
experiences in depth. Individuals with no prior reflective engagement with mystical practices were
excluded to preserve the experiential integrity of the data.

A total of twelve participants were included: six Muslims (four men and two women) and six
Christians (three men and three women). Participants represented diverse theological and cultural
contexts from Indonesia and Europe, enhancing the interreligious dimension of the study. Each
participant contributed unique, experiential narratives that reflected both the diversity and universality
of mystical consciousness.

Data Collection

Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews designed to elicit detailed,
reflective accounts of participants’ experiences of divine encounter (Carreiras & Castro, 2012;
losifides, 2016). The interviews were guided by open-ended prompts encouraging participants to
describe what they experienced, how they perceived it, and what meaning it held for them.

Each interview lasted between 60 and 90 minutes and was conducted in quiet, private settings
conducive to reflection such as participants’ homes, spiritual retreat centers, or places of worship.
Interviews were audio-recorded with consent and transcribed verbatim to ensure accuracy and fidelity
of participants’ voices.

To maintain consistency and depth, a flexible interview guide based on phenomenological
inquiry principles was used. Follow-up questions were allowed to encourage elaboration of emotional,
sensory, and theological dimensions of the participants’ experiences. Confidentiality and comfort
were prioritized, allowing participants to pause, omit, or modify their responses at any time.
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Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), a method suitable
for examining how individuals construct meaning from profound life experiences (Daly, 2007,
Longhofer et al., 2012). The analytic process unfolded through several iterative stages:

1. Immersion: Repeated readings of transcripts to achieve familiarity with the data.

2. Identification of Meaning Units: Extraction of significant statements reflecting essential
aspects of the experience.

3. Thematic Clustering: Grouping of meaning units into emerging themes that represented
common experiential structures.

4. Hermeneutic Interpretation: Development of interpretative narratives linking individual
meaning to broader theological and existential contexts.

5. Synthesis of Essence: Integration of thematic findings into an overarching understanding of
the phenomenon of mystical encounter.

NVivo qualitative analysis software was employed to assist in the organization and coding of
textual data, though interpretation remained grounded in phenomenological reasoning rather than
software-driven output (Fife, 2020; Kawamura, 2020). The analytic process aimed to reveal both
the lived texture and interpretative depth of the participants’ mystical experiences.

RESULTS
Encountering the Presence of the Transcendent

Participants from both the Muslim and Christian traditions described their mystical
experiences as direct, transformative encounters with the Divine  experiences that transcended
theological boundaries and dogmatic formulations. These encounters were often characterized by an
overwhelming sense of unity and dissolution of self, where the boundaries between the human and the
divine momentarily vanished.

A Muslim participant expressed:

“In my prayer, I felt as if Allah’s light entered my heart and erased the notion of ‘I’ and
“You.” There was only one Presence.”

Similarly, a Christian contemplative described:

“During meditation, [ felt an inner stillness so profound that the distinction between Christ
and myself disappeared. It was not me loving God, but God loving through me.”

These accounts reveal a phenomenological convergence wherein participants experience a
transcendental unity beyond doctrinal separations. By distinguishing the raw experiential narrative
from analytical interpretation, it becomes clearer that mystical experiences—though articulated
through different theological vocabularies—share an essential structure of unitive awareness.

The Language of Silence and Ineffability

A recurring pattern among participants was the difficulty of articulating their mystical
experiences in ordinary language. Many described the experience as “beyond words” or “ineffable.”
Silence itself became a theological expression, a form of knowing through unknowing.

One Christian monk stated:

“Words collapse when I try to speak about that moment. It’s not something to describe, only
something to be.”

Likewise, a Sufi participant shared:

“When the heart is full of divine presence, language becomes unnecessary. Silence is the
truest form of remembrance.”
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The ineffability of mystical experience functions here not as a limitation, but as a sign of the
sacred’s transcendence. This theme demonstrates that silence, rather than being an absence of
meaning, becomes the locus of divine communication a shared epistemological core across faiths.

The Sacred Language of Silence

Transcendent
Epistemolegical Core

Ineffability of Silence as
Mystical Divine
Experience Communication

Transformation of Self and Worldview

Participants consistently reported profound existential changes following their mystical
encounters. These experiences initiated a reorientation of their understanding of self, others, and the
Divine.

A Christian theologian reflected:

“After that encounter, I could no longer see people through the lens of religion or
denomination. Every face became a reflection of the same divine light.”

Meanwhile, a Muslim mystic shared:

“The experience taught me that every breath belongs to God. It made me see unity in diversity
every path leading to the same Reality.”

The transformations described indicate that mystical experiences catalyze not only personal
renewal but also theological inclusivity, reshaping the participants’ perception of religious difference.
This transformation affirms the hermeneutic dimension of phenomenology that understanding is not
static but an unfolding interpretation of lived reality.

Dialogical Consciousness Experiencing the Other in God

An emergent theme revealed that mystical experiences often lead participants toward an
inward dialogue that mirrors interreligious dialogue itself. Within their contemplative states,
participants reported sensing divine affirmation of religious “others.”

As one participant described:

“In that moment of prayer, I realized that God’s compassion cannot belong to one faith. It
embraces all who seek with sincerity.”

Another participant stated:

“My mystical journey made me feel at home even in the words of another religion. It was as if
God was saying, ‘All truth belongs to Me.””

This dialogical consciousness demonstrates that phenomenological openness to divine
presence nurtures theological inclusivity, supporting the idea that mystical experience serves as an
existential bridge for interfaith understanding.

Unity in Diversity Toward a Comparative Mystical Theolog

The final theme integrates previous findings into a synthesis that points to the unity of
mystical consciousness amid religious diversity. While the symbolic languages and rituals of Islam
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and Christianity differ, the phenomenological structures surrender, transformation, ineffability, and
unity show remarkable parallels.

A summary of thematic convergence is shown below:

Thematic Islamic Experience Christian Shared Meaning
Dimension Experience
Encounter Union with Divine Indwelling Presence | Experiential union
Light (Nur) of Christ beyond self
Expression Dhikr Contemplative Ineffability as
(Remembrance) Silence revelation
Transformation Fana’ (Annihilation | Kenosis (Self- Spiritual rebirth
of self) emptying)
Inclusivity Tawhid (Unity of Trinity as relational | Divine oneness
God) unity expressed plurally

This thematic synthesis articulates the essence of comparative mystical theology  that
beneath doctrinal diversity lies an experiential common ground rooted in the phenomenology of the
sacred.

DISCUSSION
Summary of Main Findings

The phenomenological analysis revealed that the essence of mystical experience among
Muslim and Christian participants lies in the direct, unmediated encounter with the Transcendent that
transcends doctrinal divisions. The participants’ narratives consistently expressed themes of divine
unity, ineffability, personal transformation, and spiritual inclusivity each of which illuminates how the
sacred is experienced rather than merely conceptualized across religious boundaries. However, these
themes should be understood as emerging specifically from the lived accounts of a small group of
participants and therefore should not be assumed to represent the full spectrum of mystical experience
within either religious tradition. These findings respond to the central research question by revealing
the shared phenomenological structures that underlie interreligious mystical experience.

Contribution of Findings to the Research Question

The results offer a substantive response to the guiding inquiry: How do individuals from
different religious traditions experience and interpret encounters with the Transcendent? The study
demonstrates that mystical encounters are characterized not by theological uniformity but by
existential resonance. Through interpretative phenomenological analysis, it becomes evident that the
participants’ experiences reflect a deep awareness of divine unity that transcends linguistic and ritual
differences. These encounters foster a transformation of consciousness an expansion of self that
allows the individual to perceive the sacred in all forms of existence. Such transformation provides
new insights into how interfaith understanding can emerge not from theological dialogue alone but
from shared experiential foundations of divine intimacy.

Relationship to Previous Literature and Theoretical Perspectives

The present findings align with and extend the works of(Tran et al., 2024), who emphasize
that the Divine is encountered through relational and experiential immediacy rather than through
propositional theology. Like Chittick’s (2020) exploration of wahdat al-wujud and Dupre’s (2019)
reflections on Christian mysticism, this study affirms that mystical awareness dissolves the perceived
boundaries between self and the Divine. However, this research advances prior scholarship by
empirically illustrating these concepts through the lived testimonies of participants from both
traditions. The convergence between fana’ in Islamic mysticism and kenosis in Christian spirituality,
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as identified in this study, reveals a shared phenomenological core that existing textual comparisons
have often overlooked. Even so, this convergence must be interpreted cautiously, as it arises from a
limited set of narratives and may not represent the broader doctrinal or experiential diversity within
each tradition.

Moreover, by situating these experiences within the interpretative phenomenological
framework, the findings highlight the hermeneutic process through which participants construct
meaning from ineffable experiences (Mukhlis, Janwari, et al., 2023; Mukhlis & Abdullah, 2025).
This emphasis on meaning-making complements Heidegger’s concept of being-in-the-world and
resonates with the phenomenological call to “return to the things themselves.” Consequently, the
study not only validates prior theoretical claims but also contributes an empirically grounded
understanding of mystical experience as a living theological reality that transcends cultural and
doctrinal divides.

Implications of the Findings

The findings of this study offer significant theoretical and practical implications for both
comparative theology and the broader field of interreligious studies. Phenomenologically, the results
demonstrate that mystical experiences though expressed within distinct theological vocabularies share
an underlying structure of divine unity and existential transformation. This insight deepens the
understanding of religious experience as a universal mode of consciousness that transcends cultural
and doctrinal boundaries. Socially, the findings underscore the potential of lived spiritual encounters
to foster empathy and interfaith understanding in pluralistic societies. By revealing how individuals
interpret divine presence as inclusive and relational, this study provides a framework for rethinking
dialogue between faiths not as a negotiation of beliefs, but as a meeting of shared sacred experiences.

Limitations of the Study

Despite its contributions, the study is bounded by certain methodological and contextual
limitations. The sample size, while adequate for phenomenological depth, limits the generalizability
of the findings to broader populations. Participants were primarily drawn from reflective, spiritually
active individuals who could articulate their experiences clearly; thus, perspectives from less verbal or
non-contemplative practitioners may remain underrepresented. Furthermore, the reliance on self-
reported data introduces interpretive subjectivity, as mystical experiences are inherently shaped by
language and cultural conditioning. The cross-religious comparison, while insightful, also poses
interpretive challenges, as meanings derived from one tradition may not translate fully into another’s
symbolic framework. These limitations suggest the need for cautious interpretation and emphasize the
contextual nature of phenomenological insights.

Prospective Directions for Future Research

Future investigations could extend these findings by exploring mystical experience in a more
diverse range of religious or cultural contexts, including non-Abrahamic traditions such as Buddhism
or Hinduism. Longitudinal studies might also examine how sustained mystical practice transforms
one’s perception of self and divinity over time (Mukhlis, 2025a; Mukhlis & Saidah, 2025).
Incorporating interdisciplinary perspectives from neuroscience, anthropology, or psychology of
religion could enrich understanding of how spiritual experience shapes human cognition and emotion.
Moreover, comparative phenomenological analyses across multiple faith settings could deepen
theological discourse on unity-in-diversity, offering empirical grounding for interreligious ethics and
peacebuilding. Ultimately, further research should continue to prioritize lived experience as a primary
source of theological and philosophical knowledge, affirming phenomenology’s enduring value in
bridging faith, reason, and human meaning.

CONCLUSION

This study explored the lived mystical experiences of Muslim and Christian participants to
uncover how individuals from different faiths encounter and interpret the presence of the
Transcendent. Through an interpretative phenomenological approach, the research revealed that such
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encounters share core experiential structures divine unity, ineffability, self-transformation, and
inclusive consciousness that transcend doctrinal and cultural boundaries. These findings address a
major gap in previous theological and comparative studies by emphasizing spirituality as a lived and
embodied reality rather than a conceptual abstraction. Based on the patterns already identified in the
analysis, the study highlights how these shared experiential structures open meaningful spaces for
mutual understanding without extending beyond the evidence presented. Rather than proposing
broader interfaith implications, the conclusion reaffirms the empirical insight that participants’
mystical experiences naturally foster empathy and recognition grounded in their own narratives.The
study contributes to a deeper understanding of interreligious dialogue by framing it through shared
spiritual experience, fostering empathy and mutual recognition among faith communities. It also
underscores the significance of phenomenology in theology as a bridge between personal experience
and universal meaning. Future research can expand this inquiry by including other religious traditions
and examining how long-term mystical practices shape spiritual identity and interfaith understanding.
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