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LEARNING OUTCOMES:
Students should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and critically evaluate:

• Different ways in which believers experience God in two world religions including how God is revealed 
through:
 – Sacred texts;
 – Religious leaders / religious example and
 – Worship;

• The nature and importance of revelation including:
 – The difference between general and special revelation and 
 – A consideration of whether revelation can lead to religious faith;

• Examples of revelation from sacred texts, history and the modern world including:
 – Answered and unanswered prayer;
 – Miracles and 
 – Visions;

• Challenges to religious experience including hallucinations, wish-fulfilment or lack of evidence.

   Experiencing God
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EXPERIENCING GOD IN TWO WORLD RELIGIONS
There are many different ways in which religious believers can experience God.
Revelation refers to knowledge about God being revealed through various sources including sacred texts, 
religious leaders and worship.

CHRISTIANITY – Experiencing God through sacred texts
The word sacred refers to something connected to God or dedicated to a religious purpose. A sacred text is a 
holy or religious document and is deserving of great respect.
 
Within Christianity, the sacred text is the Holy Bible and it is described as the ‘Word of God’ because 
it reveals something of what God is like, therefore, people hope to experience God by reading the text. 
Christians believe that the bible is inspired by God so even though it was written by many different people 
over hundreds of years, the Holy Spirit guided the writers. Therefore, the bible is described as the word of 
God.
• The bible informs Christians about the nature of God e.g. that God is omnipotent and created the 

universe out of nothing;
• The bible informs its readers that there is only one God but three persons within God;
• The bible allows Christians to know some of God’s characteristics e.g. the parable of the forgiving father;
• The bible gives guidelines on how God wants humans to live e.g. the commandments.

All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching the truth, rebuking error, correcting faults and 
giving instruction for right living.
2Timothy 3:16

On the other hand, many philosophers question the relevance of sacred texts in today’s society.
• For example, some people argue that scripture is destructive to human progress and wellbeing. For 

example, a literal reading of religious texts can come into conflict with the findings of science e.g. 
creationism.

• The bible doesn’t always show a kind and merciful God. For example, in Deuteronomy 20:16-18, God 
sanctions genocide: In the cities of the nations the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance, do not 
leave alive anything that breathes.

• Also, some ways of interpreting religious texts can lead to human rights abuses in society today e.g. 
Paul’s teaching on women and homosexuality.

 
Consider the following quotes from St Paul’s letters in the New Testament:
“I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be quiet.”
“Do you know that wrongdoers will not inherit the Kingdom of God? Neither the sexually immoral … nor 
homosexuals … will inherit the Kingdom of God.”
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CHRISTIANITY – Experiencing God through religious leaders and example
Christians can also experience God through the example set by religious leaders.

Case Study – Archbishop Desmond Tutu (Born 1931)
Archbishop Tutu is a now retired minister of the Anglican Church in South Africa. He has fought against 
injustice and discrimination throughout his adult life.
• As Archbishop of Cape Town, he worked to dismantle Apartheid as was directly involved in acts of civil 

disobedience against the government. Tutu won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1984;
• In post-Apartheid South Africa, Tutu worked with the Truth and Reconciliation Commission to get the 

people responsible for human rights abuses in South Africa to admit their guilt and seek forgiveness from 
their victims or victim’s families;

• Tutu fought against many other injustices throughout the world e.g. campaigning against the war in Iraq, 
seeking for fair treatment for people suffering from AIDs and fighting for the rights of same sex couples.

Case Study – Pope Francis (Born 1936)
Pope Francis is the leader of the Catholic Church. He has shown leadership to the 1.2 billion Catholics 
throughout the world on a range of issues:
• Naming himself after St Francis when he became Pope in 2013 indicated his commitment towards 

promoting greater care for the environment. He has written extensively about the need for all humans to 
‘care for our common home’.

• He has worked to promote unity among all Christian denominations and other religions. He has spoken 
out against the use of violence in the name of religion. 

• Pope Francis is attempting to break down barriers to make the church more welcoming and inclusive. 
In 2020 he stated that he supported laws recognising same-sex civil unions which is a first step towards 
greater tolerance towards homosexuality. 

On the other hand, some people question the role of religious leaders in today’s society. For example, some 
modern religious leaders have tolerated injustice and discrimination and have not addressed it e.g. the role of 
women in various churches. The moral authority of today’s religious leaders has been undermined by abuse 
scandals and cover up and consequently some sections of modern society have become very cynical about 
today’s religious leaders.

TASK
Read the two articles below from the BBC News NI website.
In pairs or in small groups, discuss the cases and whether or not the churches have provided good leadership 
on the issues of same-sex relationships and abortion.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-44412860 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-49931589 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-44412860
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-49931589


FACTFILE:  GCE HISTORY OF ART / ARCHITECTUREFACTFILE:  GCSE RELIGIOUS STUDIES: EXPERIENCING GOD

4

CHRISTIANITY – Experiencing God through worship
Worship refers to an act of adoration and reverence towards God. Worship is a key element of the Christian 
faith. Worship can be private through prayer or reading the Bible. Prayer can take the form of adoration 
(praising God for his greatness), thanksgiving (thanking God for blessings in life) or prayers for intercession 
(asking God’s help for those in need). The Bible can also be used as a source of reflection or a guide to prayer 
e.g. the Psalms are often used when people are worshipping God in private. Many Christians believe that 
prayer is a direct conversation with God and a source of revelation so taking time to listen to God in prayer is 
at the heart of their Christian spirituality. 

Many Christians have been influenced by the words from Jeremiah 33:3 in relation to prayer:

“Call to me and I will answer you and tell you great and hidden things you do not know.”

Public worship is also a key feature of the Christian faith and usually takes place on a Sunday and in a 
church building where the congregation worships together. This is influenced by the words of Jesus in 
Matthew 18:20 “For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I with them.” Public worship 
can be formal which is referred to as liturgical worship. This will be led by a priest or minister and has set 
scripture readings and prayers at certain times during the service. Remembering Jesus’ death through the 
eucharist will also be a feature of liturgical worship. Non-liturgical worship is less formal and while it can 
have a structure, the service leader can decide the hymns, Bible readings and sermon for themselves and 
they may choose a theme which is relevant to events in the community or in the wider world.

Finally, some Christians claim that they directly experience the Holy Spirit through charismatic worship. 
Just as the Holy Spirit was sent to the apostles on Pentecost Sunday, these Christians believe the Holy Spirit 
is with them as they pray and sometimes, they speak in tongues (glossolalia), just as the first apostles did 
2000 years ago. It is mainly Pentecostal Churches who follow this approach to worship.

Watch a short clip here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g6how8Sp4jg

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g6how8Sp4jg
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ISLAM – Experiencing God through sacred texts
Muslims believe that the Qur’an is the final word of God as revealed to the prophet Muhammad through the 
angel Jibril (known as Gabriel in Christian scripture). This revelation began on the Night of Power and the 
entire Qur’an was revealed to Muhammad by Jibril over a period of 23 years. For Muslims, the Qur’an is the 
Word of God. Therefore, the Qur’an is a highly respected book and Muslims perform wudu, a ritual washing of 
the face, hands and feet before reading it, and keep it wrapped in cloth when it is not being used.
Muslims use the Qur’an during formal prayers (Salah) five times a day.

The Qur’an allows Muslims to gain an insight into the nature of Allah and it contains the 99 names for 
God including The Merciful, The Ruler, The Judge, The Perfect, The Light. The Qur’an also gives Muslims 
knowledge of how Allah wants them to live and ultimately informs them about how they can achieve eternal 
life in heaven. The Qur’an tells Muslims what they are not allowed to eat (e.g. pork); how they must prepare 
for prayer; the right attitude to alcohol and gambling (intoxicants and gambling … are an abomination) and 
how they must treat their elderly parents.

ISLAM – Experiencing God through religious leaders and example
As Allah’s final messenger, Muslims believe that they can know and experience what Allah is like through the 
Prophet Muhammad. 
• Muhammad was born in Mecca in Saudi Arabia in 570. His father died just before he was born, and his 

mother died when he was six. His grandfather initially looked after him but when he died, his uncle Abu 
Talib took care of him.

• Muhammad became a successful trader. He earned himself a reputation as an honest person and 
was called Al-Amin meaning ‘The Honest’. He also worked to protect the rights of visitors to Mecca. 
Muhammad married Khadija (15 years his senior) and they had four girls and two boys.

• Muhammad was also a very spiritual person, and often spent time in prayer and meditation on 
Mount Hira. One night in 610 he was meditating in a cave on the mountain when he was first visited 
by the angel Jibril who ordered him to recite the words of God. This continued throughout the rest of 
Muhammad’s life.

• Muhammad began to preach what God had revealed to him. He proclaimed that people were wrong to 
worship idols of false gods. Muhammad’s popularity was seen as threatening by the people in power in 
Mecca and Muhammad had to flee from Mecca.

• He took his followers to Medina in 622 on a journey referred to as the Hijrah (migration). Within ten years 
Muhammad had gained so many followers that he was able to return and conquer Mecca.

• Muhammad continued to lead his followers until his death in 632.
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ISLAM – Experiencing God through worship
Worship is also a key element of the Muslim faith. Worship can be done privately through prayer and 
reading the Qur’an. Muslims have a religious duty to pray to Allah five times a day. Muslims make sure that 
they are in the right frame of mind before they pray; they must put aside all other thoughts and concerns so 
that they can concentrate exclusively on God during their act of worship. During prayer, Muslims believe that 
they are in direct contact with Allah who hears all of their prayers.

Public worship is also a key feature of the Muslim faith and usually takes place on a Friday and in a Mosque 
where the community worships together.
• On arrival at the mosque, Muslims will remove their shoes. Before entering the prayer hall, Muslims must 

perform ritual washing called wudu;
• Men and women will sit separately and sit facing the prayer wall which places them in the direction of 

Mecca;
• Prayer is led by the Imam who will also deliver a sermon using words from the Qur’an. During prayer, 

Muslims perform a series of bodily movements including prostration, with forehead, hands, knees and 
feet touching the floor;

• At the end of the service, personal prayers can be said.
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THE NATURE AND IMPROTANCE OF REVELATION

The difference between general and special revelation
For religious believers, revelation is when something about God becomes known. 
General revelation (or indirect revelation) is available to everyone and can be used to describe how God is 
revealed through nature, for example. Consider the scripture references below:

General revelation can be experienced through individuals reading religious texts. Many people claim that 
the human sense of morality or conscience is another example of general revelation. St Augustine, for 
example, believed that conscience was the ‘voice of God’. An example of general revelation within Islam is 
the idea that all people are born with a natural belief in God which is called Fitrah.

Special revelation (or direct revelation) is revelation from God directly to an individual or a group. 
Scriptures in some faiths are considered to be the result of special revelation e.g. how the Qur’an was 
revealed to the prophet Muhammad. Special revelation is also used to describe people experiencing God 
through a vision or a miracle. Consider the conversion of Saul on the road to Damascus as an example of 
special revelation:

Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples. He went to the high 
priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found any there who belonged 
to the Way, whether men or women, he might take them as prisoners to Jerusalem. As he neared Damascus 
on his journey, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. He fell to the ground and heard a voice say 
to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” “Who are you, Lord?” Saul asked.
“I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” he replied. “Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told 
what you must do.”
The men traveling with Saul stood there speechless; they heard the sound but did not see anyone. Saul got 
up from the ground, but when he opened his eyes, he could see nothing. So they led him by the hand into 
Damascus.9 For three days he was blind and did not eat or drink anything.
Acts 9:1-8

Revelation leading to religious faith
Special revelation, such as Paul’s vision on the road to Damascus can lead to religious faith and a radical 
change of lifestyle as a result of the experience. St Paul’s vision transformed him from being someone who 
persecuted Christians to the greatest Christian missionary worker without whom the Christian faith may not 
have grown so exponentially.

Special and general revelation can also deepen a person’s religious faith. Revelation confirms that an 
individual can have a relationship with the divine. They reveal God’s nature and character as a personal God 
and therefore bring people closer to him.

Psalm 19:1 The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands.

Romans 1:20 For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and 
divine nature – have been clearly seen.
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EXAMPLES OF REVELATION FROM SACRED TEXTS, HISTORY AND THE MODERN WORLD

Answered and unanswered prayer
Prayer is a way of communicating with God to ask 
for help or to express thanks. It enables religious 
believers to encounter God and to know God better 
as many people believe that God speaks directly 
to them through prayer. People also feel that 
God listens to their prayers and they can share 
problems and worries in life with God and God will 
show them a way of dealing with their problems.

In the Bible, there are numerous examples of 
answered prayer. In Matthew 7:7, Jesus himself 
says “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you 
will find; knock and the door will be opened to 
you.”

There are also examples of answered prayer both throughout history and in the modern world. 

Case Study – Marie Simon Pierre
Sister Marie Simon-Pierre was 44 and working as a nurse in southern France, when she was diagnosed with 
Parkinson’s Disease in 2001. In 2005 after the death of Pope John Paul II, her religious community began to 
pray to him for a miracle. “My fellow sisters from all the French and African communities started asking John 
Paul II to intercede for my healing. They prayed incessantly, tirelessly, right up to the news of my healing,” 
she has described.

Read more about Marie Simon Pierre’s cure by following the link below:
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-12192639 

On the other hand, many people today doubt that prayer is so powerful. They comment on how unanswered 
prayer can have a negative impact of religious faith. It can make a person feel that they have been 
abandoned by God and make them doubt his presence and doubt the relaibility of scripture. If God answers 
some prayers and not others, then God appears to be unjust, unloving and arbitrary (random) in whom he 
chooses to help.

In The God Delusion, Richard Dawkins refers to ‘The Great Prayer Experiment’ which was conducted to 
assess the impact of prayer. Congregations of three churches in America prayed for people who were sick in 
hospitals. Those praying were given only the first name and initial letter of the surname of each patient for 
whom they were to pray, and they asked God ‘for a successful surgery with a quick, healthy recovery and no 
complications’. The results, reported in the American Heart Journal of April 2006, were clear-cut. There was 
no difference between those patients who were prayed for and those who were not. 

Hezekiah in
2Kings 20:1-6

Hezekiah turned his face to the wall and prayed to the Lord … the word of the Lord 
came to him … “I have heard your prayer and have seen your tears; I will heal you … I 
will add 15 years to your life.”

Hannah in
1Samuel 1:27

I prayed for this child, and the Lord has granted me what I asked of him.

Peter in
Acts 12:1-17

Peter was in prison, but the church was praying to God for him … an angel of the Lord 
appeared … and the chains fell off Peter’s wrists … Peter said, “I know without a doubt 
that the Lord has sent his angel and rescued me.”

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-12192639
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Miracles
Miracles are believed to be special events with 
a divine cause, events which show that God 
has intervened in human affairs to bring about 
a beneficial end result. Miracles show God’s 
omnipotence and benevolence.

There are many examples of miracles in both the 
Old and New Testaments. In the Gospels, Jesus 
performed healing miracles (the paralysed man), 
nature miracles (the calming of the storm) and 
raising from the dead miracles (Jairus’ daughter). 
Acts of the Apostles records that healing miracles 
were a common feature of the early church:

Many miracles and wonders were being performed among the people by the apostles … they were all healed.
Acts 5:12

Miracles have taken place throughout the history of Christianity especially at places of pilgrimage such as 
Lourdes in France where there have been seventy verified miracles between 1858 and 2018.

Case Study – The First healing at Lourdes
• In 1856 Catherine Latapie had injured her right hand after falling from a tree. She couldn’t use the last 

two fingers on her right hand;
• In 1858 she visited Lourdes and as she prayed, she bathed her hand in the water from the spring;
• Immediately, her fingers returned to how they were before the accident two years previously;
• The miracle was verified by the Catholic Church in 1862.

TASK
Read the following article about the work of Belfast doctor, Michael Moran who is part of the team that 
decides if claims of miracles at Lourdes are medically explicable.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-26334964 

People today claim that miracles continue to happen in the modern world. 

Case Study – The 70th miracle at Lourdes
• In 2008 Sister Bernadette Moriau visited Lourdes. She had spinal problems that affected her ability to 

walk. 
• She attended a blessing for the sick at the shrine and felt a sense of well-being throughout her body. She 

heard a voice telling her to get rid of all her medical aids and she noticed that she could move her foot 
once again.

• The miracle was verified by the Catholic Church in 2018.

On the other hand, many people in society today question the validity of miracles. 
• Miracles go against the findings of science which has discovered the physical laws that govern the 

universe. Such laws exclude the possibility of miraculous events happening. What people refer to as 
miracles are simply coincidences.

• Dawkins argues that miracles belong to an age of ‘ignorance and superstition’ and argues that belief in 
miracles is an embarrassment. For example, it seems strange that God would not intervene to prevent 
the Holocaust or Hiroshima, yet he does help out some individuals in more trivial circumstances.

• Even Jesus’ miracles have been questioned. Some philosophers and theologians claim that Jesus’ 
miracles in the New Testament are symbolic events to link Jesus to key events in the Old Testament 
and are not to be understood as literal events. For example, Jesus feeding the 5,000 is a retelling of God 
providing for the Jewish people in the wilderness.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-26334964
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Visions
A religious vision occurs when an individual believes that they have seen and heard a supernatural being or 
have seen something supernatural. There are many examples of people having visions throughout the Bible. 
Consider St Peter’s vision recorded in Acts 10:

Peter went up on the roof to pray. He became hungry and wanted something to eat, and while the meal was 
being prepared, he fell into a trance. He saw heaven opened and something like a large sheet being let down 
to earth by its four corners. It contained all kinds of four-footed animals, as well as reptiles and birds.13 Then 
a voice told him, “Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.”

“Surely not, Lord!” Peter replied. “I have never eaten anything impure or unclean.”

The voice spoke to him a second time, “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.” This 
happened three times, and immediately the sheet was taken back to heaven.

People claim to have experienced visions throughout the history of the Christian faith. For example, the 
visions Bernadette Soubirous (1844 – 1879) had at Lourdes in 1858. At first, the figure she saw did not even 
speak to her but later Bernadette was given instructions by ‘The Immaculate Conception’ (The Virgin Mary), 
that the spring water at Lourdes had healing powers and that a chapel was to be built on the site. The Church 
investigated and found the visions to be authentic. In Ireland in 1879, a small group of people also claimed 
to have seen an apparition of Mary, Joseph, St John and a lamb representing Jesus.

Case Study – Floribeth Mora Diaz
People today still claim that they have experienced visions. In 2011, Floribeth Mora Diaz had a vision when 
Pope John Paul II appeared to her:
• She had been told by doctors that she had an inoperable brain aneurysm and her death was imminent;
• She was at home when Pope John Paul II spoke to her: “Get up and don’t be afraid.”
• She insisted that from that day on, she was completely cured. “I felt a great sense of wellness inside 

me.” 
• Her neurosurgeon was also convinced that this was a miracle: “If I cannot explain it from a medical 

standpoint, something nonmedical happened. I can believe it was a miracle.” 
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CHALLENGES TO RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE
However, many philosophers argue that visions cannot be real. They are very subjective and very difficult to 
prove beyond doubt. Key people in the Catholic Church even have their doubts! For example, in Madjugorje, 
Bishop Pavao Zanic claimed that the young people claiming to have experienced visions of Mary were 
victims of collective hallucinations – they thought that they experienced something but it was not there. 
Six children claimed to have seen the Virgin Mary in 1981 and in repeated visions since. The Church has 
never confirmed that the visions are of supernatural origin. Even Pope Francis has shown doubt and in 2017 
the Catholic News Agency reported that he said “I am suspicious of ongoing Medjugorje apparitions” asking 
for the visions to be studied in more depth.

Austrian neurologist Sigmund Freud believed that science could explain how people experience visions. He 
believed that ‘visions’ were nothing more than dreams and dreams were the product of our minds. He said 
that wish-fulfilment could occur in dreams or daydreams e.g. winning the lotto or meeting a celebrity! 

Vioions are very subjective experiences and lack empirical evidence so are difficult to verify. Lack of 
evidence in many cases causes people to doubt the reality of visions. Neuroscience and psychology can 
at least partially explain visions – we all experience dreams and dream-like experiences. And, just because 
we can’t yet fully explain them doesn’t mean that they come from God. Also, in many cases the evidence 
present is contradictory and leads many to disbeleif e.g. many people have questioned the authenticity of 
the vision of the Virgin Mary at Knock in 1879.

Tasks
Answer the following questions:
1. Explain what a sacred text teaches about the nature of God.
2. Explain what religious believers might learn about God from the example of a religious leader.
3. Explain how a religious believer might experience God through worship.
4. What is meant by the phrase special revelation?
5. What is meant by the phrase general revelation?
6. Do you think prayer is beneficial?
7. “People no longer experience God through miracles.” Do you agree? Give reasons for your answer.
8. “Visions cannot be used as evidence to prove that God exists.” Do you agree? Give reasons for your 

answer.

http://ccea.org.uk/biology/

