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1. Arguments for the existence of God

Learning Objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate the origins and nature of the ontological argument.

A good outline of the ontological argument with an assessment is to be found in Brian 
Davis’s book, An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion (1982), Chapter 4. Also in 
Jordan, Lockyer and Tate, Philosophy of Religion for A level (1999), chapter 4. A number of 
other textbooks also cover the subject adequately.

The ontological Argument is an a priori argument (not based on evidence or experience 
but on reason) as it relies on logic. It is a deductive argument which means that it is an 
argument that is structured in such a way as to only lead to one conclusion. 

The ontological argument has its origins in the Proslogion (1078 AD) which was written 
by Anslem, the second Archbishop of Canterbury after the Norman conquest. In essence, 
Anselm deduced the existence of God from an analysis of the concept of God. The concept 
of God, when analysed, is according to Anselm ‘that which no greater can be conceived’ 
or thought. This being so, God must be more than an idea in the mind (in intellectu), if 
he is to be defined as the greatest possible being. The greatest possible being is therefore 
one that must exist. If God did not exist how could he be defined as the greatest possible 
being? Therefore God’s existence (in re) is entailed in the concept of God and thus it would 
be a contradiction to say that God doesn’t exist. For Anselm then the concept or the idea 
of God cannot be separated from his existence. 

Rene Descartes in the 17th century also has a version of the argument. His point is that 
just as we can have clear and distinct ideas about numbers or geometrical figures, so 
equally we can have clear and distinct ideas about God. Like Anselm, Descartes assumes 
that any definition of God defines him as a ‘supremely perfect being’. Descartes argues 
that existence is a necessary ‘predicate’ of a perfect being, the non-existence of which 
would be self-contradictory. Descartes goes on to say that to imagine God without the 
predicate of his existence is illogical. It would be the equivalent to imagining a triangle 
without three sides.
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Critique:
Finally, a ‘critique of the argument and its value for religious faith’ must be considered. 
The first philosopher of importance is someone who lived contemporaneously with 
Anselm. His name was Gaunilo, a monk from Marmoutier in Switzerland, who illustrated 
what he considered to be the absurdity of the argument. According to Gaunilo, if someone 
were to imagine the idea of ‘the most perfect island’, then following Anselm’s reasoning he 
suggested, that island must exist which is of course nonsense, since islands just don’t pop 
up because we think of or imagine them as perfect. Anselm’s reply was that his argument 
can only apply to God who by definition is the most perfect being. The argument does not 
apply to contingent objects like islands. Anselm’s reply was a good one for he is saying 
that the ontological argument can only apply to God and to nothing else.

Another important critic of the argument was Immanuel Kant who in The critique of 
Pure Reason (1781) argued that existence is not a real predicate. A predicate tells us what 
something is like and describes qualities or characteristics of something. The ontological 
argument as well as describing various characteristics or predicates of God also concludes 
that one of the essential characteristics of God is that he exists, thus making existence an 
essential predicate of God. It is precisely this side of the argument that Kant objects too. 
What is real is no more than what is possible and thus a concept is not made greater by 
adding existence. 

Kant makes one other crucial point: The ontological argument makes God ‘logically 
necessary’. For Kant such a statement is analytic. An example of an analytic statement 
would be: ‘a triangle has three sides’, but three sidedness is already contained in the 
concept of triangliarity and such statement as well as being an analytic statement is also 
a tautology (i.e. saying the same over again). This would amount to saying, ‘an existing 
God exists’ and this would not be an informative statement. It would therefore seem that 
definitions of God can only tell us what God would be like if he existed. 

In the twentieth century, the Cambridge philosopher Bertrand Russell made a similar 
point to Kant. His argument is that though in English grammar ‘exists’ functions as a 
predicate, logically and correctly it functions differently. The existence of a thing just 
means there is an ‘instance of’ the concept of this thing in the world. The concept is not 
altered by its existence or non-existence. Russell was an important logician and thus he 
makes the point in the following translation: “Cows exist” means that “There are x’s such 
that ‘x is a cow’ is true”. That is to say ‘cows exist’ is not to attribute a certain quality, 
namely existence to cows, but to suggest that there are objects in the world to which the 
description ‘cow’ applies. This is made even clearer in the following negative existential 
statement: “Unicorns do not exist” can be translated as “There are no x’s such that ‘x is a 
unicorn’ is true”. In the case of unicorns, we are distinguishing the concept of unicorn and 
then saying that the concept has no instances in the world. The application of this to the 
ontological argument is: if existence is not a predicate, it cannot be a predicate for God 
and thus in spite of the ontological argument, the issue of whether God exists or not is still 
open to inquiry.

Students should, as the specification recommends, look at ‘reformulations of the 
argument’ as one finds them in figures like Norman Malcolm and Alvin Plantinga. 
Once again the two books mentioned earlier outline the contribution of both figures both 
succinctly and clearly, though other textbooks also include useful information on the 
contribution of these authors.
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Activities

1. Try to put the ontological argument as presented by Anselm into your own 
words. The following links will help you:

 www.youtube.com/watch?v=riV09AcYXAQ

 www.iep.utm.edu/ont-arg/#SH2a

 www.existence-of-god.com/ontological-argument.html

2. How does Descartes develop this argument? 

 www.youtube.com/watch?v=tl-ohpcoQJo

 www.humanreligions.info/god_ontological.html#Proof

 www.scandalon.co.uk/philosophy/ontological_descartes.htm

3. Create a spider diagram to evaluate the strengths and weakness of the ontological 
argument using the following links:

 www.existence-of-god.com/ontological-objections.html

 www.scandalon.co.uk/philosophy/ontological_kant.htm

 www.youtube.com/watch?v=VaOg7jMfmkQ

 www.youtube.com/watch?v=jsNdL_ANjAA

 www.youtube.com/watch?v=SIkVU0AcSMw

Responses 
to Gaunilo

Gaunilo’s
Objection

Ontological
Argument

Kant’s
Objection

Responses 
to Kant

Responses 
to Hume

Hume’s
Objection

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=riV09AcYXAQ
http://www.iep.utm.edu/ont-arg/#SH2a
http://www.existence-of-god.com/ontological-argument.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tl-ohpcoQJo
http://www.humanreligions.info/god_ontological.html#Proof
http://www.scandalon.co.uk/philosophy/ontological_descartes.htm
http://www.existence-of-god.com/ontological-objections.html
http://www.scandalon.co.uk/philosophy/ontological_kant.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VaOg7jMfmkQ
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jsNdL_ANjAA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SIkVU0AcSMw
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Learning Objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate the cosmological argument including the three forms of 
the argument in Aquinas.

More detailed accounts, discussions and critique of the cosmological argument can be 
found in Davis, Hick, Jordan/Lockyer/Tate and other text books. Students should also be 
aware of reformulations of the arguments to be found in authors like Descartes, Leibniz 
and Richard Swinburne. What is given below provides an outline of the cosmological 
argument.

The cosmological argument is an a posteriori argument which means that we can, from 
experience of the world infer that there is a God. An early form of the argument is found 
in Plato’s Timaeus where Plato argues that everything in creation must of necessity have 
a cause. The best known and perhaps the clearest form of the argument that has been 
most commented upon by philosophers came from the pen of the medieval scholastic 
philosopher Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) who in his great work the Summa Theologica 
produced his famous Five Ways; the first three of which contain the cosmological 
argument. His three forms of the argument are outlined as follows:

(i) Motion (motus): this includes any form of movement or motion, but it can also 
include change of any kind. Now Aquinas notices that nothing changes by itself, 
but it must be changed by something else. But change cannot go back ad infinitum; 
there has to be a cause that generated all movement/motion and that first cause, 
Aquinas concludes, must be God. God then stands at the beginning and is ‘the 
unchanged changer’.

(ii) Causation: Aquinas observes that we could never observe anything causing itself for 
this is impossible. If it did cause itself, then it would mean that it preceded itself and 
that would be impossible. Aquinas also observes that everything that exists requires 
a cause. Again causes cannot go back ad infinitum, so at the back of all the causes, 
there must be a first cause which is not itself caused and to which as Aquinas says 
‘everyone gives the name God.’

(iii) Contingency (e contingentia mundi): This is the argument that addresses the 
question as to why there is a universe, rather than nothing at all, since at least in 
theory the latter was also a possibility. A contingent universe (one that might or 
might not exist) requires an origin that is necessary and for Aquinas, God is the 
only available candidate for a being that is a self explanatory and a necessary. God 
therefore is a being that cannot, not exist. In the argument Aquinas notices that 
some things come into and go out of existence. The existence of such things is not 
guaranteed and they are corruptible. Now if this was the case with everything then 
there would have to be a time when nothing existed. Alternatively, some things are 
not generated and are incorruptible or as Aquinas sees it, there are some things that 
are necessary and such things require explanation. 

 The atheist philosopher Bertrand Russell says that the existence of the universe is 
just a ‘brute fact’ and presumably by that he means that no further explanation is 
required. Indeed, if pressed he might say that physics and cosmology can supply 
all the information we require when such questions are asked. As to why there is a 
universe rather than nothing, he might reply; that is a pseudo-question. Such replies 
would not satisfy Aquinas and those who still support this line of inquiry. They would 
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argue that there has to exist something that has the quality of necessary existence, 
which explains the contingent universe, something which is not itself caused and is 
the cause of everything that exists. Since the universe is contingent, Aquinas argues 
that a necessary explanation must be external to the universe and must therefore lie 
outside it. The conclusion is that something must exist which owes its existence to 
nothing, but itself; something which is self existent and which according to Aquinas 
‘all men refer to as God’. 

The Atheist view:
Atheism, since the time of the Greeks (e.g. Epicurus) has endeavoured to show that 
the universe is perfectly explicable without reference to a deity. That impetus has 
increased dramatically with the dawn of science, coming as it did, in tandem with the 
Enlightenment in the 18th century. Atheists would argue that every aspect of existence 
can be comprehensively explained by scientific explanation. At one time for Judaeo-
Christians a creator and a six-day period of creation, as described in the Book of Genesis, 
was literally believed to explain the existence of the material world. In fact so precise were 
the speculations of one biblical scholar, Bishop James Ussher that the world was dated 
as beginning in 4004 BC which makes the Earth around 6000 years old. Such speculative 
explanation, atheists would say, is no longer necessary. Science based on empirical 
inquiry, evidence and investigation over a period of 300 years provides an accurate 
scientific picture of how the universe took on the characteristics and properties that it has. 
Crucially, God is nowhere to be found in the picture. On top of this, a universal education 
system in many countries ensures that both the scientific method and explanation 
provide all the explanatory answers that people require. There are though a small minority 
of people who refuse to accept the onward march of scientific explanation. Creationists 
are an example of such a group who flatly oppose many of the claims of modern science, 
such as the age of the world that is outlined by geology and the theory of evolution which, 
since Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859), is pretty well accepted as beyond reproach in the 
biological sciences. The views of creationist groups in the US and elsewhere are viewed by 
the scientific community as obscurantist and backward looking. Someone like Richard 
Dawkins would argue that the views of creationists are childish and naive in the face 
of the comprehensive explanatory evidence offered by science. In this sense religious 
explanation has been in retreat for the last three-hundred years and scientific explanation 
is now offered for pretty well everything.

The cosmological argument and atheism:
The cosmological argument which attempted to prove the existence of an omnipotent 
and omniscient creator deity was part of the medieval cosmology. Given the state of 
knowledge at the time, no other explanation was either possible or necessary. Atheists 
today would argue that such personal explanation for the existence and maintenance 
of the universe is simply redundant; surplus to explanatory requirements. One highly 
literary example of the modern atheist approach to the creation is to be found in Bertrand 
Russell’s essay A freeman’s worship (1903). It was written well over a hundred years 
ago, but it is still worth reading and illustrates some of the enthusiasm and passion that 
someone like Russell had for the discoveries of modern science and the exciting world 
that science was uncovering.

Beyond natural explanations for the existence of the world, there are still those, even 
today, who like Aquinas hold that we are entitled to ask the question, why does something 
exist rather than nothing? Even if we grant scientific explanation, one might still ask, 
why does a highly complex, ordered and beautiful universe that produced intelligent 
beings like us exist? In other words scientific explanation for some is not enough 
and some further purposeful explanation is required. This is precisely the position of 
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many Christians, who argue that behind all scientific explanation lies a supernatural 
and personal explanation which also provides a purpose for the existence of the whole 
universe. Atheists, by contrast would reply that built into the question of why are 
presuppositions about personal purpose and providence that are simply redundant. In 
other words they would say the why question is already loaded and invites only personal 
purpose and explanation (i.e. God) and such personal agency and explanation the atheist 
is not going to entertain. Russell has no need of personal explanation either and in his 
1903 essay, he offers a universe that is personless and utterly devoid of purpose and 
meaning for everyone and everything, including the human creatures that inhabit it. The 
explanations for the universe are comprehensive and scientifically explicable, but they are 
also purposeless, random and evolutionary. He ends his essay by saying: 

“Only within the scaffolding of these truths, only within the firm foundation of unyielding 
despair can the soul’s habitation henceforth be safely built”. 

Questions for reflection and discussion:
1. Since the why question can still be asked, is it a legitimate question or a pseudo-

question?
2. Does the cosmological argument and more recent versions of it, still have currency or 

is it merely the relic of pre-scientific medieval explanation?
3. Outline the main lines of Hume’s attack on the cosmological argument. How valid are 

his arguments today?
4. How would you assess attempts after Aquinas to revive and update the cosmological 

argument?
5. What is your view on Leibniz’s comments on the cosmological argument:

First consider Leibniz’s contention that everything including the universe must have 
‘sufficient reason’ and secondly his avoidance of the infinite regress argument by 
reinterpreting the endless series, not of events, but of explanations and that even if the 
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universe has always existed, we would still be entitled to ask why it exists? 
Activities

1. Complete the following table on the 3 forms of the cosmological argument 
in Aquinas

www.youtube.com/watch?v=yyiNbJlqcJo

www.scandalon.co.uk/philosophy/cosmological_aquinas.htm

www.tutor2u.net/religious-studies/blog/cosmological-argument

www.youtube.com/watch?v=RF6GVgZgiWA

Argument Explanation of the argument Critique of the argument

1. From motion

2. From Cause

3. From possibility 
and necessity

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yyiNbJlqcJo
http://www.scandalon.co.uk/philosophy/cosmological_aquinas.htm
http://www.tutor2u.net/religious-studies/blog/cosmological-argument
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RF6GVgZgiWA
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2. God, atheism and the problem  
of evil

Learning Objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate the nature of evil, suffering and the theodicies.

Defining Evil: Evil can be divided roughly into two kinds. (1) Natural evil also called 
Metaphysical evil which is really any evil that cannot be blamed directly on human 
agency. In this category are earthquakes, tsunamis, cancer and even death from natural 
causes. (2) Moral evil which is the result of the intentions and acts of human agency. In 
this category we have murder, torture, malicious gossip, war and genocide as in the case 
of the Holocaust and much else.

The problem: The inconsistent triad adequately states the problem. If God is all good 
(omnibenevolent) he would wish to abolish evil, if he is all powerful (omnipotent) he has 
the power to abolish it, but evil exists, so either God lacks one or both of the qualities or he 
does not exist.

The Greek philosopher Epicurus was one of the first to use the existence of evil and 
suffering as a way of pointing to the non-existence of God https://carm.org/epicurus-god-
willing-to-prevent-evil. He argued that:
• If God cannot end evil then God is not all-powerful
• If God can end evil, but chooses not to, then he is not benevolent or good
• If God is all-powerful and good there would be no evil
• However because evil does exist, therefore God does not 

Theodicy: Even as far back as the Old Testament in the Book of Job and in the work of 
early church writers such as St Augustine and St Irenaeus various attempts were made 
to explain the problem of evil. The theodicies endeavour to prove that evil and suffering 
have a purpose in the grand scheme of things. Such attempts at explanation are known as 
theodicies (from the Greek: ‘theos’ – God and ‘dike’ – righteous)
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https://carm.org/epicurus-god-willing-to-prevent-evil
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The Augustinian theodicy: St.Augustine (354–430 AD) was a convert to Christianity 
and became the Bishop of Hippo in his native Roman North Africa. Augustine’s theodicy 
has been a major influence on Western Christianity, partly because Luther had been an 
Augustinian priest and this view then became part of Protestantism which tended to 
adopt this position. By and large Augustine follows the Genesis account of the Fall of 
Adam and Eve which blames the present state of pain and suffering on the sin of Adam 
and Eve. For Augustine the universe was created in perfect harmony which expressed 
the creative divine intention. Evil came about as the result of Free Will at the level of the 
angels and human beings. The angels rebelled and in turn this led to Lucifer’s temptation 
of Adam and Eve. As Augustine says: “All evil is sin or the punishment for sin” (De Genesi 
ad Litteram). Augustine maintains that evil is the going wrong of something that was from 
the beginning intended as good. So he says: “Blindness is not a thing. The only thing that 
is involved is the eye which is good. The evil of blindness consists of the lack of correct 
functioning of the eye”. What Augustine wishes to show is that evil is not God’s fault, 
which is the purpose of a theodicy; the fault lies rather with the creatures. He also wants 
to show that God, as the creator could not have created anything bad, thus evil is not a 
substance, otherwise it would mean that God created it, which of course Augustine denies. 
So for example it follows that something like sickness is a real physical lack of the correct 
functioning of the body which naturally exhibits itself as good health.

Activities

1. Use the following news websites to examine the stories that have made 
the news. Can you identity which stories are moral evil and which are natural 
suffering (if they deal with the issue of evil and suffering)

www.bbc.co.uk/news

http://www.itv.com/news/utv/

www.telegraph.co.uk/news/

www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/

www.irishnews.com/

2. Explain why evil and suffering are such a problem for religious believers and the 
response that can be made in defence of God. The following will help you:

www.youtube.com/watch?v=cv85tvudi7Y

https://hgsrs.wordpress.com/about/the-problems-of-evil-and-suffering/the-problem-of-
suffering/

www.existence-of-god.com/problem-of-evil.html

3. Outline the inconsistent triad. Do you think this argument is valid?

www.youtube.com/watch?v=qilO5AJjkvw

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news
http://www.itv.com/news/utv/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/
http://www.irishnews.com/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cv85tvudi7Y
https://hgsrs.wordpress.com/about/the-problems-of-evil-and-suffering/the-problem-of-suffering/
https://hgsrs.wordpress.com/about/the-problems-of-evil-and-suffering/the-problem-of-suffering/
http://www.existence-of-god.com/problem-of-evil.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qilO5AJjkvw
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Critique of the Augustinian theodicy:

1. The German Lutheran theologian, Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768 – 1834) said that 
since God has absolute power and since the world must be a reflection of God’s 
perfection and since the creatures that God created were finitely perfect without any 
evil in them and since they lived in a finitely perfectly environment, they should never 
in fact have fallen into sin. A perfect creation going wrong spontaneously without 
cause is a contradiction. As a philosopher Augustine was not unaware of the problem 
as is shown by the following remark:

 “The angels, therefore, either received less of the divine grace of love than those who 
persevered in the same; or if both were created equally good, then, while one fell by 
their evil will; the others were more abundantly assisted, and attained to the path of 
blessedness at which they have become certain that they should never fall again” (City 
of God, Bk 12, Chapter 9)

 Augustine was not entirely consistent here, for one can see immediately that those 
angels who were given less ‘of the divine assistance’ were not to blame for falling 
and also little credit can be given to the angels who were ‘more abundantly assisted’, 
because God gave more divine grace. Also Augustine doesn’t explain why God was so 
partisan in giving divine grace to some angels and not to others. It hardly seems fair!

2. In sciences like geology and evolutionary theory in biology there seems to be no 
possibility of the human species having been once morally and spiritually perfect and 
then falling from grace. The anthropological and scientific picture of humanity that 
emerges is quite opposite to the one given by Augustine. It is an evolutionary picture, 
where humankind began culturally, socially and even physically from fairly primitive 
beginnings and over the last two hundred thousand years, human development has 
been upwards.
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3. Augustine says that natural evil is a consequence of humanity’s sin, but we now know, 
again from the sciences that natural evil in the form of earthquakes, diseases, storms 
and much else have existed from the beginning of the planet which is about four 
billion years old. Also, e.g. palaeontologists have seen evidence of various diseases in 
the fossils of dinosaurs, all of whom disappeared some seventy million years ago, well 
before the appearance of humankind. 

4. Hell plays a prominent place in the theology of Augustine as a place of eternal 
torment and punishment, which he feels fulfils the necessities of eternal justice as 
a consequence of sin. But one wonders what constructive purpose Hell can possibly 
serve and importantly it would render impossible any solution to the problem of evil, 
for since it exists for all eternity it would build sin and suffering permanently into the 
structure of the universe and one would have expected God to resolve the problem of 
evil at some point. Finally, the existence of Hell seems inconsistent with a God who is 
omnibenevolent (all loving).

5. If everything depends on God for its existence, then God must be causally involved 
in free human actions. After all God created human creatures and thus if they fell, 
there must have been a flaw in their creation which meant that their fall into sin was 
inevitable and since God is omniscient (all knowing), he would have known this, so how 
far can one blame the creatures for the fall?

6. In previous generations animals were never morally important, but today animal 
suffering is a serious concern; both morally and legally. Most people would now agree 
that the lack of concern for animals in the past was a major moral oversight which 
has now been corrected. This is important because Augustine says that suffering was 
a consequence of sin, but we now know that animal suffering has existed from the 
beginning and indeed there is ample evidence of it in the fossil record, many millions 
of years before the appearance of humans. There is no question that animals were 
not involved in the fall; they are entirely innocent of sin, so it seems gratuitous that 
animals suffer for sin where they were not involved or in any sense guilty and thus it 
might be asked why punish animals for sin? 

The Irenaean theodicy:

Irenaeus’s (c.130 – c.202) theodicy was the basis of thought for the Greek speaking 
fathers of the church and indeed it still is today for the Orthodox churches of the east. For 
Irenaeus there was no state of initial perfection. He has two stages in his theodicy: 
(1) human beings were brought into existence in the “image” of God. They are intelligent 
animals that have the capacity to experience and grow both morally and spiritually. They 
were not the perfect creatures that Augustine envisages in his theodicy; rather human 
beings were immature creatures who were at the beginning of a process of growth. (2) 
Human beings are now being transformed by life and the problems it throws up in the 
world in order to grow in the “likeness” of God. Through free choices people move from 
intelligent animals to become children of God.

1. Human beings develop through free and responsible choice in situations of difficulty 
and temptation. This is intrinsically more valuable than goodness that comes 
readymade. Human beings thus mould themselves and go from imperfection to 
completed humanization.
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2. Men and women were created at an ‘epistemic distance’ from God. The idea here is 
that if God were too obviously around, then our free decisions would be curtailed. We 
would e.g. be afraid of offending God by immoral actions or we might act in order to 
please him, thus the argument is; God keeps himself hidden from us. Humans are 
autonomous, free choosing creatures in an autonomous universe which is governed by 
its own laws where God is nowhere to be seen in the process. Knowing God is chosen in 
freedom and faith; so God doesn’t pressure us. 

3. Using the method of counter factual hypothesis, we can see if the world were free 
of pain and suffering, life, as well as being morally and spiritually trivial, it would 
also be rather boring, certainly very different to the way it is now. No one could hurt 
us and we could hurt no one. Even if we wanted to do someone an injury, that would 
be impossible. In order for the world to be pain free, a system of ‘special providences’ 
would have to operate. Instead of running according to the general laws, such as 
gravity that operate at present, the laws of nature would have to be extremely flexible 
and capable of being suspended when human welfare was at stake. In such a world the 
sciences as we know them could not exist. On top of that, because wrong-doing would 
be impossible, morality would have no meaning. Someone described the experience 
of living in such a world; as being like a low level heroin trip. Nothing much exciting 
would ever happen and we wouldn’t have to work to learn in order to achieve anything. 
In truth in such a world we would never learn, develop or grow either morally or 
spiritually. We would all be rather dead-pan individuals. The outcome of the Irenaean 
argument is that the world we live in now is ‘the best of all possible worlds’, because in 
such a world we are free to grow and develop as autonomously free creatures. What we 
achieve in the world we achieve ourselves in freedom in a world of ‘soul making’.

4. Irenaeus sees the fall of humanity as a failure within the second phase, an inevitable 
part of growing up and maturing. He also added that if the process is not completed in 
this life, then the soul of the person goes to purgatory. This is an intermediate stage of 
purification, between heaven and Hell, so as to achieve the holiness necessary to enter 
heaven. It is the last stage of purification before people can finally be with God.

Activities

www.youtube.com/watch?v=E1ysPBjXXk4

www.youtube.com/watch?v=zWcgHmXV09g

www.tutor2u.net/religious-studies/blog/the-problem-of-evil

http://hubpages.com/education/A-solution-to-the-problem-of-evil-
Augustines-theodicy

www.scandalon.co.uk/philosophy/theodicy_irenaeus.htm

https://getrevising.co.uk/forums/topics/what_is_meant_by_the_terms_soul_
deciding_theodicy_for_staugustine_and_soul_making_for_irenaeus

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E1ysPBjXXk4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zWcgHmXV09g
http://www.tutor2u.net/religious-studies/blog/the-problem-of-evil
http://hubpages.com/education/A-solution-to-the-problem-of-evil-Augustines-theodicy
http://hubpages.com/education/A-solution-to-the-problem-of-evil-Augustines-theodicy
http://www.scandalon.co.uk/philosophy/theodicy_irenaeus.htm
https://getrevising.co.uk/forums/topics/what_is_meant_by_the_terms_soul_deciding_theodicy_for_staugustine_and_soul_making_for_irenaeus
https://getrevising.co.uk/forums/topics/what_is_meant_by_the_terms_soul_deciding_theodicy_for_staugustine_and_soul_making_for_irenaeus


pg 14

RELIGIOUS STUDIES

pg 14

1. Complete the following table using the links above:
2. Distinguish between what Augustine meant by ‘soul deciding’ and Irenaeus meant by 

‘soul making.’

3. ‘The Augustinian and Irenaean theodicies help to solve the problem of evil and 
suffering in the world.’ Use this statement as a heading for an essay and try to examine 
arguments you could make for and against it.

Critique of the Irenaean theodicy:

1. Pain and suffering may, as Irenaeus suggests, develop human character, but we 
know of many instances where evil can break human beings and lead to resentment, 
depression and permanently broken lives which is often evident on the streets of our 
large cities and elsewhere. Unfortunately suicide can in some cases be the outcome 
of suffering and trauma. Suffering can also lead to permanent mental breakdown 
and ruin human lives permanently. Thus, it seems obvious that human beings don’t 
always benefit from suffering, in fact, it would seem, quite the contrary. Irenaeus may 
be aware of this for he provides a possible answer when he suggests that ‘soul making’ 
continues beyond this life, if it is to achieve more than just a partial or fragmentary 
success (see the reference to purgatory above).

2. The Irenaean theodicy suggests that the suffering, evil and the toil of human life, 
no matter how great, are worth it in the end, because of the rewards of God’s love 
in Heaven that awaits us. The reward of eternal life which is beyond imagination 
is so extraordinary that even an event like the Holocaust will have been deemed 
worthy in the end. It is precisely this view that the 19th century Russian novelist and 
philosopher, Fyodor Dostoevsky in his book The Brothers Karamazov argues very 
strongly against. He rejects both the Irenaean theodicy which was the prevailing 
theological view in Russia and the existence of God on moral grounds. In his novel 
The Brothers Karamazov he famously rejects the Irenaean theodicy when he protests 
through Ivan, the atheist brother:

 “And if the sufferings of children go to swell the sum of sufferings which was necessary 
to pay for truth, then I protest that the truth is not worth such a price. From the love 
of humanity I don’t want it......it is too much to pay to enter it and so I hasten to give 
back my entrance ticket, and if I am an honest man I am bound to give it back as 
soon as possible. It’s not God that I don’t accept, Alyosha, only I most respectfully 
return Him the ticket”

 *Something similar could be said for the 20th century French Nobel laureate, 
philosopher and writer, Albert Camus in his novel The Plague (La Peste) who through 
the debate between his two characters, Fr Paneloux and Dr Rieux argues trenchantly 
against the theodicies.

Explanation Critique

Augustinian Theodicy

Irenaean Theodicy
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 *Candidates as part of their studies should consult those relevant parts of the 
works of these writers who are stipulated in the specification. You can also find a 
useful reference to Dostoevsky in Davies, p 20

 *Also see Richard Swinburne on the arguments for atheism (You Tube) 

3. According to Irenaeus, all humanity will attain to salvation and the heavenly state in 
the end. But if that is so, what is point of our earthly and possibly purgatorial journey? 
It would seem that the Holocaust and all the suffering of human history will have 
been wasted. In answer it could be replied that whatever the trauma and suffering of 
life’s journey, even if we all end in the same place, still we will all have been forged as 
unique individuals by the process of living. We will have been forged and changed as 
free choosing autonomous creatures and not robots or automata.

4. There seems to be no equity between the lives of human beings which would need 
some explanation. In other words if the Irenaean theodicy is to work, humanity would 
need to start on a level playing field. Clearly this is not the case. For example the life 
of a child, literally born in poverty on the streets of Calcutta is going to have a very 
different life in comparison to a child born to a wealthy family in Kensington. Some 
individuals seem to have a fairly charmed existence with a minimum of life’s sufferings 
and trauma, while others seem to take on impossible burdens of disease, suffering, 
poverty and death which can eventually break and destroy them. One has only to 
reflect on the Holocaust, where whole families were herded to their deaths while others, 
including the killers in such places, escaped to south America and lived long lives of 
health and prosperity. Again this hardly seems fair!

5. The Christian doctrine of the atonement says that the life, death and resurrection 
of Jesus was not just a matter of example such as teaching and healing etc. Jesus 
according to the doctrine came to identify (in the incarnation) with humanity and then 
to suffer and die; thus to ransoming, expiating or buying back humanity from their 
sins. In other words the purpose of the atonement is to undo the fractured relationship 
due to the sin of Adam and Eve. The death of Jesus is thus a way of expiating sin. But 
if Irenaeus is right, the process and travail of life is not about that, it is about ‘soul 
making’ and it is through ‘soul making’, that salvation is attained. Thus the suffering, 
death and resurrection of Jesus seems incidental and perhaps unimportant in the 
Irenaean scheme of things. Now one way out of this problem is to reinterpret the 
Christian doctrine of the atonement, so that, e.g. the suffering and death of Jesus 
is a model for our lives. It could be seen as a model as to how human beings should 
love one another and also how to bear the ‘slings and arrows’ of life with nobility and 
fortitude. The problem with this reinterpretation is that the traditional doctrine of the 
atonement as we have it in the Bible and believed by Christians down the centuries no 
longer functions. In other words Jesus’ suffering, death and, beyond providing example 
did nothing.

6. See the relevance of animal suffering which was referred to in the Augustinian 
theodicy and which is also relevant here.
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 Teachers and candidates should also consult:

 *John Hick’s modification of the Irenaean theodicy. See chapter 4 in Hick’s 
‘Philosophy of Religion’

 *Davies chapter 3. Also Hick’s ‘Evil and the God of Love’ (1968) and Davies’s 
reference to Richard Swinburne’s position and also Swinburne’s book, ‘The 
Existence of God’ (1979) and any other useful references or texts)
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3. The Problem of Miracle

Learning Objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate the definition of miracle.

Definition:
The word miracle refers to an extraordinary event It could be defined as something 
which goes against the norm in terms of the laws of nature e.g. healing, walking on water 
etc.; something that has the possibility of a religious or supernatural explanation or 
interpretation; something which is more than just random chance, but serves some kind 
of greater purpose e.g. the healing of someone seriously ill who contrary to expectation 
recovered. This idea of a miracle stands in contrast to the modern use of the word 
which refers to something surprising or shocking (e.g. it would be a miracle if he did his 
homework!)

Miracles as religious concepts are those events which are attributed to God and are some 
of the most convincing experiences a person can have for the existence of God. However, 
what one person might see as a miracle, someone else might see as a coincidence or a 
fortunate event which is comprehensively explicable scientifically.

In his Summa Contra Gentiles, St Thomas Aquinas defined three types of miracles:
• Firstly ‘those events in which something is done by God which nature could never do’ 

Aquinas mentions the reversal of the course of the sun as an example of this. (Note 
that in the 13th century a geocentric view of the universe was widely believed)

• Secondly Aquinas mentions ‘events in which God does something which nature can do, 
but not in this order’ He cites the example of someone walking after being struck by 
paralysis.

• Thirdly and lastly he mentions ‘that which occurs when God does what is usually done 
by the working of nature, but without the operation of the principles of nature’ He is 
thinking here of someone who has been cured by divine power of a fever which could 
also have been cured naturally.

In chapter X of his Enquiry, David Hume says that “a miracle may be accurately defined, 
as a transgression of a law of nature by a particular volition of the Deity or by the 
interposition of some invisible agent”

It is important to realise, as the Biblical scholar R.H.Fuller says, that the Bible knows 
nothing of nature as a closed system of laws. Indeed he goes on to say that the word 
‘nature’ is entirely unbiblical. By the Late Middle-Ages there was still little understanding 
of the laws and mechanisms of nature as we would understand them today. Although 
Aquinas uses the word ‘nature’, he uses it very much in a pre-scientific sense. In Aquinas’s 
day, the natural events of the world were largely inexplicable and so they were ultimately 
supernatural.
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One final definition is from the contemporary emeritus Oxford philosopher of religion, 
Richard Swinburne. He defines a miracle “as an event of an extraordinary kind, brought 
about by God and of religious significance”.

Swinburne takes ordinary natural explanations into account, but he is aware that in nature 
the improbable can happen, since the laws of nature are generalisations, based on a large 
number of specific cases. Therefore any event which goes against the usual pattern of 
law, without any scientific explanation might qualify as a miracle and so a miracle might 
be any event which is highly improbable by normal statistical law. A miracle could be 
either a suspension of the law of nature or an indirect event, which might be considered 
improbable, but which is perfectly natural.

Swinburne also accepts that a definition will entail the intention of the person defining, 
so a person who believes in miracles, presumably believes in God and is willing to hold 
to the possibility that God can and if necessary will intervene to achieve his purposes. It 
must also be remembered that as Aquinas realised an event might be perfectly natural, 
but unexpected; so e.g. an unexpected healing takes place; but the causes of the healing 
could be perfectly natural and a religious person might nonetheless interpret the event as 
a miracle; not perhaps necessarily believing that the laws of nature have been suspended, 
but that God has employed and moved or ‘bent’ the laws of nature to achieve his healing 
purposes.

One further point is worth mentioning: It is very common for modern philosophers of 
religion, like the late Anglican Bishop of Durham, Ian Ramsey (1915–1972) who holds 
that the term miracle is only meaningful in religious discourse. It has no meaning 
whatever in the language of science. In other words, strictly speaking, the term miracle is 
senseless to the scientist or the unbeliever. If we accept this position, the two ‘language 
games’ (as Ludwig Wittgenstein, 1889–1951, refers to them in his theory of ‘language 
games’) of science and religion should not be ‘played’ in the same discourse as this only 
causes confusion. 

R.F. Holland (1924–2013):
Holland was one of what was known as the Swansea Wittgensteinians. They were a group 
of philosophers who worked in Swansea under Rush Rhees who in turn was a student and 
friend of one of the greatest philosophers of the 20th century; Ludwig Wittgenstein.

To illustrate his position, Holland tells the story of a child, who makes his way from his 
home on a tricycle to a railway track; the tricycle gets stuck in the track just minutes 
before an oncoming train is about to pass. To the horror of his mother, it seems that the 
child is going to be killed by the oncoming train, but just feet before reaching the child, 
the train comes to an abrupt halt. The incident is obviously exceptionally unusual, since a 
train couldn’t stop at a short distance, even if the driver had been able see the child on the 
track. The mother exclaims that the event is a ‘miracle’. God, she believes, had intervened 
to save the life of her child. As it turns out the driver had a blackout and the train stopped 
automatically, just feet before the child. Was this a divine intervention by God (a miracle) 
or was it just a happy coincidence; a coincidence that gladly led to the life of a child being 
saved?

Discussion: 
Discuss the Holland incident above. Was it a genuine miracle or was it just a happy 
coincidence? How would Maurice Wiles respond to this incident? If this incident is not 
regarded as a miracle, where does that leave other putative miracles?
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(For further ideas see: Internet Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, chapter 9 which has useful 
references to both J. Hick and R.F. Holland)

Of course the idea of miracle is problematic for philosophers. The concept of miracle 
leads to the important question of why God chooses to intervene on some occasions 
for some people, while he chooses not to act on other occasions for other people. What 
could motivate God to act on some occasions and not on others? If he is all loving 
(omnibenevolent), why does he make a distinction between events and people where he 
chooses to act in some and not in others?

A critique of Miracle:
The famous Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711–1776) was a sceptic and an 
atheist. He was one of the brightest and most articulate philosophers of the European 
Enlightenment. He also enthusiastically embraced the discoveries of the new sciences 
and the work of physicists like Newton. Consequently, he was an empiricist, believing that 
truth/knowledge could only come from sense experience. Using a number of arguments 
he rejects the concept of miracle completely, claiming that miracles could never have 
been proved to occur. Hume perhaps offered the most trenchant and long lasting criticism 
of the concept of miracle. He suggests four principal ways in which miracles should be 
viewed as false:
• Hume argues that there is no evidence of any miracle that has been believed by those 

of a well educated and learned background, so as to prove the miracle to be true i.e. 
miracles are only believed by the foolish, simple and gullible he says.

• He argued that those who have experienced a miracle were looking for a miracle and 
therefore cannot be trusted. What is simply good luck or a coincidence is wrongly 
interpreted as a miracle.

• He argued that miracles are only ever witnessed or experienced by those who live in 
ignorant and barbarous nations.

• Finally he pointed to the fact that each religion claims miracles only for themselves, 
since each religion sees itself as being ‘exclusive’ (the belief that only one religion is 
true and all others are untrue and possibly heretical). Therefore according to Hume, all 
the reports of miracles cannot be true and therefore cancel each other out.

David Hume©
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Critique of Hume’s position on miracles:
• How many people are required to witness a miracle for Hume to regard it as reliable 

and truthful, and to what level do such people have to be educated? It is nearly 250 
years since Hume’s death and we now have a very high level of education throughout 
Europe and other parts of the world. If Hume is right one would have expected that 
reports of miracle would have vanished at this stage, but they haven’t! It seems odd if 
that so many people still believe in miracles, contrary to his expectations of the beliefs 
and good sense of highly educated people.

• Should religious people be automatically mistrusted when it comes to reports 
of miracles? What makes them less credible and do miracles only happen to 
them? Obviously religious people are not regarded by the public as intrinsically 
untrustworthy. Sometimes indeed religious people are regarded as the epitome of good 
sense.

• Who would Hume regard as reliable enough not to be categorised as ignorant and 
barbarous? After all the majority of miracles recorded in his lifetime where in France 
and Italy and both these countries, especially the former were leaders of the Age of 
Reason.

• Is it possible that God can provide miracles for all people regardless of their religious 
background? If there is one God who works all miracles, but these are interpreted 
as different gods at work, it does not prevent the existence of one God working for 
everybody.

1. Hume is opposed to the idea of what Davies describes as an S-miracle, which is a 
description of a miracle where the laws of nature are suspended by the intervention 
of God. Hume seems to be suggesting that the notion of a miracle is logically 
contradictory. Now this is much stronger than just saying miracles are physically 
impossible or that they are according to modern scientific knowledge extremely 
unlikely.

 Davies provides the example of Gertrude who is dying of cancer. The doctors have said 
she is doomed to die. But one morning, very surprisingly and contrary to everyone’s 
expectations, she gets up fit and well, but the point is, if this happened, it is not 
logically contradictory. There is no logical incoherence in the notion of Gertrude having 
recovered as described. This event, though improbable and unlikely, could happen. 
Such an event is very different from the logically incoherent notion of ‘The square 
circle kicked the bishop and married the undertaker’s daughter’. Thus we have to 
accept that though some events may be unlikely there is no logical impossibility that 
they could happen.

2. Hume was very much influenced by the work of Newton and was thus strongly of the 
opinion that the laws of nature are immutable, that is the laws of nature cannot 
be suspended. As it happens notions about the laws of nature are based on repeated 
observations and these events occur in regular and repeatable ways. This though is 
not the whole picture; one also needs to remember that in quantum physics, events 
are random and totally unpredictable. So nature is certainly not uniform in all cases. 
Also one finds from time to time that contrary to what would be expected, a law of 
nature seems to have been violated. But it is then discovered that the reason for this 
extraordinary event is that there are other variables, other complications which have 
to be brought into an understanding of the event, but which have never been observed 
before. So once again an existing law has to be reformulated and restated. J.C.A. Gaskin 
makes the point that if we say that something is ‘physically impossible’ the most we 
can say is that in so far as my experience and that of others is concerned, this event 
has not happened before. But what no one can do is to demonstrate the ‘absolute 
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impossibility’ of such an event. So we have to ask; to what extent are the laws of nature 
immutable? Perhaps an awful lot less than Hume imagined!

 
3. Professor Ninian Smart observed in his ‘Philosophers and Religious Truth’ that a 

miraculous event is by its very nature an event that is unrepeatable in controlled and 
even similar circumstances, so that unlike the laws of nature it cannot be tested for 
repeatability or authenticity. By its very nature an S-miracle is an exception to the 
stated laws. In theory a miracle might indeed have happened, but we have no way 
of knowing that it has happened. All we know is the circumstances of the event are 
not what might have been expected in similar situations. There might indeed be an 
unexplained discontinuity between event A and event B and we might even try to 
theorise about the causality between A and B, but in the case of a putative miracle 
there is presumably not going to be any explanatory evidence of what happened 
between A and B. So in theory this leaves the way open for the possibility of a miracle.

4. As has already been noticed in a definition of miracle by Aquinas another type of 
miracle (let’s call it a W-miracle, i.e. a miracle in the weak sense) might also occur. 
A W-miracle might be defined as a miracle which can be explained by the operation 
of the laws of nature, but in this type of miracle, no law of nature has been broken or 
suspended. Instead, the suggestion is that a law of nature might have been ‘bent’, so to 
speak, by God in order to produce a congenial result. Again we have no way of knowing 
whether a miraculous event has occurred. Of course the sceptic will say that the event, 
though unexpected, is nonetheless perfectly natural and explicable and therefore that 
the term miraculous (in a religious sense) should not be applied. The religious believer 
on the contrary, will have no doubt that God acted by ‘bending’ nature to his divine will 
and purpose. A good example of such an event might be Holland’s example of the child 
caught in his tricycle in a railway track, in the face of an oncoming train which was 
discussed earlier.

 Another example of a W-miracle is someone with a terminal illness who is expected 
to die, but contrary to medical expectations, they suddenly recover. Such events are 
indeed possible and are often believed by the religious to be miracles. Even medical 
science is aware of such events, but though no explanation may be immediately 
available, medical opinion would be of the view that there is a rational explanation, but 
at the moment the causality is not understood, but they may believe that explanation 
will be available at some future time. Alternatively the religious may describe such an 
event as a miracle; they might argue that God had ‘bent’ nature to a benevolent end. 
They are not saying that the laws of nature were suspended in any sense, but, they are 
saying that God can act within the laws of nature to bring about his own purposes. 

 N.B. Something that we will be looking at in more detail in bullet point six of the 
‘other aspects of human experience’ is the issue of psychosomatic events. This 
will be discussed briefly at this point. It should also be noted that a question on 
psychosomatic events sometimes construed as miracles could only be set in 
Section B as part of ‘other aspects of human experience’.

 Someone of a scientific bent of mind might construe a putative miraculous event 
as psychosomatic (i.e. the influence of the mind over the body) and religious faith 
and belief can play a vital role in such an event. There is now a growing awareness in 
medicine that one’s beliefs and mental dispositions are of enormous importance in 
recovery, even from serious illness. Recent developments in the emerging science of 
epigenetics has shown that one’s genetic inheritance is not fixed and that alterations, 
even radical alterations to one’s genetic makeup can and do happen as a result of 
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one’s mental and emotional dispositions and this in turn can bring about remarkable 
healing. Thus, it is possible that someone who is seriously ill can with the aid of strong 
religious faith and belief bring about remarkable healing. The sceptic though would 
argue that there is no difference between a faith induced psychomatic healing event, 
construed as a miracle, and a perfectly natural event, which is what a psychosomatic 
event is. In other words this is a perfectly natural event, all be it one, that up until 
recently could not be explained.

5. Another line of Humean argument is that since there is no God, there could be no 
possibility of miracles either. Indeed it is perfectly true that if God doesn’t exist then 
certainly there is no supernatural agent to initiate a miracle. Over the last three-
hundred years or so there has been a very consistent onslaught on belief in God and 
some of these arguments will be well known to students. It is certainly the case that 
some philosophers have argued against the existence of God, but that doesn’t prove 
that God doesn’t exist. Some philosophers offer what are considered to be persuasive 
arguments for the non-existence of God. But it has to be said that the existence or 
non-existence of God is not dependent on arguments. No matter how good or bad the 
arguments may be, God might well exist. 

6. Further, if Hick’s ‘epistemic distance’ argument, which supports the Irenaean theodicy, 
is correct, then it is perhaps no wonder that final and definitive proofs for God’s 
existence cannot clinch the argument, because God is endeavouring; indeed very 
successfully, to remain hidden form the world. So, it would seem that there might be 
every reason for thinking that God exists and if that is so, then this element of Hume’s 
argument is not going to be persuasive. Hume’s argument can only work if it knocks 
out decisively any putative possibility that God exists and this is not possible. If then 
we are persuaded that God exists, then there is every reason to think that He may well 
choose to act on his creation in the form of ‘special providences’ or miracles.

Maurice Wiles, (1923–2005) Regius Professor of Divinity at Oxford:
Wiles was an Anglican priest and theologian. In many ways he accepts the Humean and 
modern scientific opinion which holds that the laws of nature cannot be transgressed. He 
does though, accept the action of God in the world, but he does not accept putative events 
which the religious call miracles. He writes:

“The only way in which God can be known is in and through our experience of him; it is a 
way that has more in common with the acquisition of knowledge, through personal love or 
poetic insight than with the way in which scientific knowledge of the world is established. 
The knowledge thus obtained cannot be extrapolated from its given relation to human 
experience and human existence and then expressed in a form that would enable us to 
speak of God’s relation to the inanimate order of creation as such.”

Wiles’s position is that we cannot expect the natural world to bend to our wishes in the 
same way as human beings respond to pleas, requests, wishes and desires etc. Thus the 
natural world acts out the laws that were written into it at the beginning and for Wiles 
those laws are not transgressed. Wiles is well aware that the notion of miracle does pose 
problems even for the religious and one of these is their obviously arbitrary nature. Why, 
e.g. according to reports, does God supposedly respond to the requests of some people 
through prayer for healing and yet not others which may be just as deserving. So we may 
be told that God intervened in the life of a child dying of cancer, but yet he let a child 
in the opposite bed in the hospital die. Even worse, we are told of a miraculous healing 
event, but yet we may wonder why e.g. God did not intervene to save the destruction of six 
million people (many of them children) who were destroyed during the Nazi Holocaust? 
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There seems to be no explanation as to why there are these apparent contradictions about 
the actions that God chooses to do. For Wiles in both cases of the two children and the 
Holocaust, the laws of nature were operating and while there was a good outcome in the 
case of the child who made a ‘miraculous’ recovery, in the case of the other child and 
indeed many children of the Holocaust the outcome was lamentable. The explanation 
in all these cases, according to Wiles, is to be found at the level of the operation of a 
contingent world which are underpinned by the laws of nature.

Wiles accepts God as the sole creator of the world who does not intervene in the world. We 
should not see God, he suggests as playing an ‘active role’, but instead, hold to the belief 
that God created the world as he wanted in its entirety:

“The world as a whole is a single act of God.”

It might also seem odd that an omnipotent and omniscient God created the world, but 
that he has to keep returning (in the case of miracles) in an endeavour to correct his 
mistakes. Surely a divine creator would not get it wrong in the first place? If God created 
the world He would not undermine the natural laws that he created by intervening in 
the world. Wiles also argued that an omnibenevolent God would not perform such trivial 
miracles as those which are normally observed:

“...even so it would seem strange that no miraculous intervention prevented Auschwitz or 
Hiroshima, while the purposes apparently forwarded by some of the miracles acclaimed in 
traditional Christian faith seem trivial by comparison.”

Wiles concluded that either God acts arbitrarily (and is therefore not worthy of worship) or 
that he does not intervene at all.

However, the lack of miracles (divine intervention) does not violate a belief in Christianity 
according to Wiles. Prayer, for instance, still has purpose, but should not be understood as 
causing God to take action. Instead it should be a way of enabling a group or individual to 
connect with God’s will:

“Prayer is the capacity to attain, however incompletely, some awareness of that 
intention.”

Wiles also believes that the miracles of the Bible need not be rejected. Instead, they 
should be understood to have a symbolic role: to teach about God and faith in Christianity.

Activities

www.thestudentroom.co.uk/wiki/Revision:Miracles

www.youtube.com/watch?v=Px0PSoe6tyI

www.youtube.com/watch?v=b92y5XYNKa8

www.youtube.com/watch?v=SViCYjyoPtQ

http://documents.routledge-interactive.s3.amazonaws.com/9781138793934/
A2/Hume/HumeMiracles.pdf

http://www.thestudentroom.co.uk/wiki/Revision:Miracles
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Px0PSoe6tyI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b92y5XYNKa8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SViCYjyoPtQ
http://documents.routledge-interactive.s3.amazonaws.com/9781138793934/A2/Hume/HumeMiracles.pdf
http://documents.routledge-interactive.s3.amazonaws.com/9781138793934/A2/Hume/HumeMiracles.pdf
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http://www.livingphilosophy.org.uk/philosophy/David_Hume/on_Miracles.htm

https://pmr.uchicago.edu/sites/pmr.uchicago.edu/files/uploads/
Pawlikowski,%20The%20History%20of%20Thinking%20About%20
Miracles%20in%20the%20West.pdf

1. Using the links above, explain the concept of miracle with particular reference to 
Aquinas and Hume. 

2. How would you assess the criteria/definition for miracle that Aquinas gives? What 
makes this a useful/helpful list? What flaws or failings are there in this list?

3. Why did Hume reject the idea of miracles? What are the weakness and strengths of the 
claims of Hume?

4. Prepare for a class debate, ‘Miracles should not be believed, they are simply 
coincidences.’

5. Examine the following modern miracles. Does this change your mind on miracles?
 www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-26334964
 www.catholicherald.co.uk/news/2011/03/30/man-with-paralysed-leg-walks-1000-

miles-after-visit-to-lourdes/
 www.is-there-a-god.info/life/lourdes.shtml

Learning Objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate miracle as understood in the Bible

The word ‘miracle’ comes from ‘miraculum’ which means ‘amazement or 
wonder.’ In the Bible this is presented as a supernatural event which is possible only 
through the power of God. Miracles occur both in the Old Testament and in the New 
Testament.

In the Old Testament the miracles are often for the benefit of Israel and include healings 
from diseases, raising from the dead and supernatural provision of food. In the New 
Testament miracles are mainly associated with Jesus who is both a miracle worker and 
the object of miracles. Jesus heals, exorcises demons, raises people from the dead and 
performs nature miracles, such as calming the storm; the Jewish historian Josephus even 
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http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-26334964
http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/news/2011/03/30/man-with-paralysed-leg-walks-1000-miles-after-visit-to-lour
http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/news/2011/03/30/man-with-paralysed-leg-walks-1000-miles-after-visit-to-lour
http://www.is-there-a-god.info/life/lourdes.shtml
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described Jesus as a ‘doer of wonderful deeds.’ Jesus is also presented as an object of 
miracles such as the virgin birth and the resurrection.

The miracles in the Bible have different Hebrew and Greek words to describe them. This 
points to the fact that biblically there is no uniform understanding as to what a miracle is 
and of course those who lived in OT times had no understanding of the scientific basis for 
the laws of nature as we understand them today. In the Synoptic Gospels we find the use 
of the term dunamis (power), or ergon (work) or teras (wonder). These terms can be used to 
denote the power of God operating on or within nature. Curiously in John’s gospel the word 
for miracle is simeion (sign) and the emphasis here is not on God’s action in the world, but 
rather on what the miracle signifies. As G.N. Stanton says about miracle in John’s gospel: 

“a miracle not only leads to faith, it ‘manifests the glory of God’, i.e. it establishes Jesus’ 
relationship with God........this book (John’s Gospel) has recorded signs (simeoin) which 
Jesus did ‘that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God’ (20:31).
 
It is clear, especially in the Fourth gospel, that the evangelists are primarily interested in 
the theological content of the miraculous events they describe. 

The German Lutheran biblical scholar Rudolf Bultmann (1884–1976) began a lively 
debate with his suggestion that reports of miracles, including the resurrection of Jesus 
were ‘mythological’ expressions relevant to the questions of existence which confront 
everyone. The English philosopher I.T. Ramsay doesn’t mention anything about the 
relation between a miracle and the natural order of the world. For Ramsay a miracle is ‘a 
disclosure situation’, i.e. an unusual complex of incidents with which a new insight into 
truth is inextricably bound up. He is also suggesting that a miraculous event is one where 
God is revealed to those involved in the story.

A number of scholars like Bultmann do not accept the historicity of the gospel stories 
and point to the pattern of description of miraculous events which shows that these 
stories originated and were part of a long oral tradition. The stereotypical gospel account 
begins with a plea from a troubled person, then the presence of hostile opponents, the 
word or touch of compassion; usually from Jesus, the instruction and healing, the return 
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of the healed person to the community or family from which they came, a response of 
wonder or criticism. Many biblical scholars would argue that this pattern to the gospel 
miracle stories points to the pattern of miracles in the New Testament which they regard 
as stereotyping. This leads to the conclusion that the miracles were fabricated from an 
earlier oral tradition. This simple pattern facilitated the creation of miracle stories where 
the people and problems can easily be substituted. The main reason for the development 
of this pattern was to allow the Church to glorify Jesus, confirm his power; thus 
encouraging new followers to Christianity.

By contrast conservative scholars doubt this view and suggest that the texts of the gospel 
and the miracle stories are reliable. They suggest that Jesus understood his ministry as 
unique. At the commencement of his ministry he read from the Old Testament book of 
Isaiah which stated that the Spirit was upon him, in order that he might bring sight to the 
blind and freedom to the oppressed. Jesus also healed those with grave mental disorders 
which are sometimes referred to as exorcisms (freeing those imprisoned by evil spirits). 
Furthermore, those of a more conservative disposition who accept the historicity of the 
stories say that the stereotyping does not take account of the importance and value of 
eyewitnesses. Had the miracle stories simply been fabricated and then circulated, those 
alive at the time of Jesus and present to hear the gospel stories would not have let the 
stories stand, had they not seen the miracles that the gospel writers claimed. Now of 
course opponents of this view would argue that the gospels, as we have them today only 
emerged some sixty to one hundred years after the events described and the deaths of 
the original eye witnesses, so that it would be impossible for eyewitnesses to express their 
disbelief and incredulity at the suggestion that the miracles were fabricated by the early 
church.

Furthermore, some Christians will argue that the miracles were important for revealing 
something of the identity of Jesus as the Son of God who was connected to the Father. 
The miracle of the feeding of the five thousand only occurs after Jesus has prayed to his 
Father which served as an identification with and subordination to the will of the Father. 

The miracles were also important in giving the people a foretaste of the heavenly 
experience (sometimes referred to as inaugurated eschatology). This argues that the 
miracles are a sign of life to come in heaven when there will be no suffering, disease or 
death.

Activities

www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+14:13-21

www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke%208:22-25

www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke%205%3A18-25

*See the article on Miracle in A New Dictionary of Christian Theology, ed by A.Richardson 
and J.Bowden

*See the article on Miracle in The Oxford Companion to Christian Thought, ed by 
A.Hastings, A.Mason and H.Pyper.

*G.N.Stanton, The Gospels and Jesus (1989) p214ff. OUP

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+14:13-21
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke%208:22-25
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke%205%3A18-25
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1. Using the links above, describe the events of the miracles in the Bible. Think about 
what the problem was, what Jesus did and how people responded.

2. Many people question why there are miracles in the Bible and not today (or at least 
fewer miracles today). Read the following articles and write a letter to someone who 
asks you why someone they know hasn’t experienced a miracle. (You may not agree 
with everything in these links – there are a wide range of views on miracles today)

 www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/why-dont-we-see-miracles

 www.ucg.org/beyond-today/where-are-the-spectacular-miracles-today

 www.gotquestions.org/miracles-Bible.html

http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/why-dont-we-see-miracles
http://www.ucg.org/beyond-today/where-are-the-spectacular-miracles-today
http://www.gotquestions.org/miracles-Bible.html
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4. Religious experience and its 
credentials

Learning Objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate the variety of religious experience.

Religious Experience:
The arguments for the existence of God like the teleological or the cosmological 
argument; what is sometimes referred to as natural theology, always involve finding out 
about God through something else e.g. aspects of nature or the world or as in the case of 
the ontological argument attempting to prove the existence of God via an a priori rational 
abstract argument. By contrast religious experience appeals to direct contact with God. 
This view would suggest that no intermediaries or connecting arguments are necessary. 
God can be known directly through experience. All religions seem to have an element of 
direct religious experience which is believed to trump any indirect approaches to religion 
and God. Some religious experiences are quite spontaneous; like e.g. the conversion of 
Saul on his way to Damascus which is recorded in the book of Acts. There is also religious 
experience that is gained by training and discipline, e.g. through meditation which can 
lead some to the mystical experience. Such an approach to religious experience is found 
in parts of Buddhism and indeed mysticism is not restricted to Buddhism for it has always 
found a place in Christianity, Islam and indeed all of the world’s great religions.

It is obvious that a God who can create and sustain the whole universe is likely to have 
the qualities of omniscience, omnipotence and omnipresence. Such a God could well be 
beyond our knowing, because no limits, no finitude applies to him. The question is how 
we can relate or know such a being. The concept of personality may not apply to God 
in the same way as it applies to mere mortals, like ourselves who are finite beings. One 
way around this is anthropomorphism which in the Bible gives God human qualities like 
feelings (of e.g. jealousy), love, anger, dispensing judgement, even hatred of e.g. sin or a 
bad action etc. But mystics take the incomprehensibility and the infinite nature of God 
seriously.
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Mysticism comes from the word ‘muo’ which is close to our word ‘mute’ and ’mum’ and 
comes close to silence. Mysticism reflects the silence of the believer before the mystery 
of God and the difficulty of explaining the incomprehensible character of God. Mystics are 
also people who come together with God. In other words their mystical experience is one 
where their individuality melts away and they see/feel no distinction between themselves 
and God. One can see immediately how by expressing such views as this mystics have 
offended the orthodox believers. Some mystics have been put to death for uttering, what 
appears to be heresy. Such an example in Islam was Hallaj, who taught that man was God 
incarnate and for this belief he was denounced and put to death. At his death he said

“If thou seeist me, thou seest him,
And if thou seest Him, thou seest us both.”

Even today Sufi mystics in Islam are widely regarded as heretics and are often persecuted 
and sometimes killed. So making mystical claims in some parts of the world is not 
without its risks!

*For more details on mysticism see H.D.Lewis, Philosophy of Religion (1972) chapter 18.
* Jordan, Lockyer, and Tate Philosophy of Religion (1999 & 2002) chapter 3, p22ff.
* Davies, B. An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion (1982) Chapter 7, p64ff.

Martin Buber (1878–1965):
“I must confess that I don’t like religion very much and I am very glad that in the Bible 
the word is not to be found. Nothing in the world is as apt to mask the face of God as 
religion is, if it means religion, instead of meaning God” M. Buber.

Buber was born in Austria in 1878. As a boy he had a profound religious experience, the 
memory of which never left him. He taught in Germany and studied Jewish mysticism; he 
became a Jewish Rabbi, but had to leave Germany in 1938 because of Nazi anti-semitism 
and persecution. He moved to Israel and became a citizen of the emerging Jewish state. 
He was though, different from most of the European Jews who came to Israel after the 
Holocaust, by choosing to live among the Palestinians, who to a large extent had been 
dispossessed of their country since the return to Palestine of European Jews.

Buber’s mysticism began with extraordinary spontaneous experiences as a child which 
marked him for the rest of his life. These relationships were deeply personal, transforming 
and profound. He also felt that the experience of ‘the other’ could transform humanity 
and that was the reason for his book in 1937, I and Thou, which as it turned out had a 
remarkable impact on the many people who read it. 

What Buber is saying is that we meet God in the depth of another human being. These 
very unique experiences of relationships were in reality he believed, experiences of 
the divine; of God, whether that was in an animal or another human being. In such 
experiences as these, the world has been changed forever and for Buber the world and the 
life within could never be the same again. Buber’s mission was to bring this experience of 
“the other” to the rest of the world and of course the result was and should be profound 
love and respect for ‘the other’ and humanity, irrespective of creed, race or religion. His 
book ‘I and Thou’ was his attempt to put the world on a new footing, so that war, hatred 
and all the evils of the human heart could be eradicated. His life among the Palestinian 
Arabs was a demonstration of the I-Thou relationship. One could easily compare the 
position of Israelis today who have built an enormous wall between themselves and the 
Palestinian state and the position of Buber who chose to live among the Palestinians. In 
his book he distinguishes two types of relationship: In the first, I-It, people are viewed as 
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things, objects or phenomena. People or things can be dissected and studied as objects 
of science. A human being in one’s line of vision may be no different from a rock or a 
car or any other inanimate object. The person relating to this object does so with total 
indifference. Such an object can be used and dispensed with as required. The second type 
of relationship is entirely different, it is I-Thou. This relationship is much deeper. The 
closest form of this relationship that it can be compared to is love. This is a truly personal 
relationship with ‘the other’. For Buber, in reality, such a relationship is one with God who 
is at the heart of everything. God is suffused in the life and personality of the ‘the other’. 
The following quotation gives some indication of what Buber is trying to get across:

“When I confront a human being as my ‘you’ and speak the basic word ‘I’ ‘you’ to him, 
then he is no thing among things, nor does he consist of things. He is no longer ‘he’ or 
‘she’ limited by other ‘he’s’ or ‘she’s’, a dot in the world grid of space and time, nor a 
condition which can be experienced and described, a loose bundle of named qualities, 
nameless and seamless. He is ‘you’ and fills the firmament. Not as if there is nothing but 
‘he’, but everything else in his light.”

Many theologians were deeply influenced by Buber as was the Anglican theologian and 
bishop of Woolich J.A.T. Robinson in his controversial work, Honest to God.

J.A.T. Robinson refers to another book Incognito by the Romanian born writer Petru 
Dumitriu, published in 1964. It is a novel about politics, betrayal and mysticism and 
encapsulates many of the ideas contained in Buber’s I and Thou. Robinson says of it:

“the book describes the massive depersonalisation of life under an Eastern Communist 
regime (Romania) and going through the whole process of this and how under torture 
in prison, he comes to a realisation that the only thing that matters is to be able to say 
‘thou’ to all experience, however demonic, however impersonal and that this ultimately 
is the meaning of the God relationship. Such a man who can say ‘thou’ to the whole of 
life whether he recognises this as divine or not; he is the real believer (in God) and the 
person who can never understand this relationship at all, but is merely concerned with 
experiencing and using people, he is the really godless man.” 

St Teresa of Avila (1515–1582):
Teresa came from the old walled city of Avila which is just North West of Madrid in Spain 
and she was after her death, proclaimed a doctor of the Catholic Church, although she 
was not without suspicion and indeed opposition from the Church of her day. It must be 
remembered that the Church at that time was in the grip of the Inquisition, the task of 
which was to extirpate heresy, by whatever means possible, including torture and the 
stake. At twenty, Teresa joined the Carmelite order in Avila, but was plagued with illness 
and was paralysed for three years. In 1554 she had a deep religious conversion and a 
vision of “the sorely wounded Christ” which changed her forever. She received many such 
visions in her life which focussed more and more on the passion of Jesus. Throughout this 
time she was constantly advised by St Peter of Alcantara who encouraged her to stay on 
the spiritual path that she was following. It was after this time that she impacted and 
extended the Carmelite order of which she was a member. In her lifetime fifteen other 
convents of the order were added to the congregation.

Her three main writings were The Interior Castle, The Way of Perfection and her 
Autobiography. In the first book she is aware that there are people who prefer to stay in 
the “outer court of the castle” and have no interest in going into the interior and thus 
they have no idea of what a wonderful and transforming place it is. Our secular world is 
in many ways reminiscent of this preferred condition of many people, but obviously not 
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entirely unfamiliar to Teresa. The mysticism of Teresa was based on a relationship with 
Christ, so like Buber one can see that her mysticism is once again based on relationship. 
The relationship begins through prayer and meditation and as time goes on, primarily 
the latter. Teresa says that “God waited so long for me to be in love with him”. One also 
notices in this sentence the intensity of that relationship. Prayer in this context is a 
loving relationship between God and the soul. The soul as it moves forwards, she admits, 
learns to put the habits of praying or doing behind it and learns to be, and that being is 
consciousness of and being in the presence of God. As she says “I frequently spent time 
alone with the one whose love for me (us) is beyond doubt” (Life, 8). By this practice the 
soul sheds its self awareness and indeed its selfishness so that the mystical experience 
is attained. When one loses oneself which is really in modern terms, loss of the ego and 
embraces the mystical, a different and higher religious experience is reached. Of course 
this, in the case of Teresa, was a long and arduous spiritual journey. The Interior Castle 
has many rooms which the soul as it journey’s must pass through. (Teresa took the idea of 
many rooms within a mansion from John 14:2 where Jesus says: “There are many rooms 
in my father’s mansion”) It is only when one passes through the seven rooms of the castle 
that one reaches the centre of it, where “my Beloved lives”. It is here she believes that the 
soul finds love and peace completely. Teresa uses the familiar image of the silkworm to 
describe the spiritual journey: 

“When it is fully grown, the worm starts to spin its silk and to build the house in which it 
is to die. This house may be understood to mean Christ. Let the silkworm die, let it die, as 
in fact it does when it has completed the work which it was created to do. Then we shall 
see God and ourselves be as completely hidden in His greatness as is this little worm in its 
cocoon”

From this perceived death emerges a little white and beautiful butterfly and Teresa 
believes the soul undertakes a similar journey. After emerging the soul does not know 
itself and how different it is when the comparison is between an ugly worm and a white 
butterfly. The comparison between the evolution of the soul and the life of the worm is 
clear. The life of the silkworm sets no store by the things it did when it was a worm and so 
with us in the early parts of our spiritual journey; we also shed our cocoon (the cares and 
concerns of the world) and fly upwards to a new ecstatic level of being with Christ, which 
we can describe as the mystical experience. Teresa also exclaims that love is at the heart 
of her life with Christ and this transforms her relationships with others as well; again there 
are echoes here of the work of the much later Jewish mystic Martin Buber.

Evaluation:
A mystical experience can be understood as a religious experience where the individual 
gains a special awareness of the divine or indeed as many mystics claim, become one 
with the divine. Such experiences are by their nature preternatural in that they are 
beyond ordinary experience. One immediate difficulty which the sceptic will point to in 
understanding such experiences, is in endeavouring to distinguish these mystical states 
from psychoses or other psychopathological states, which some critics have claimed they 
really are. Furthermore critics have said that a ‘mystical’ experience could be discounted 
if external factors led to the supposed experience e.g. if the same experience could be 
drug induced, though in contradiction of the above, the use of hallucinogenic plants, e.g. 
in Mexico; the peyote cactus was used by native Indians, where the plant formed what 
was regarded as a legitimate initial part of the mystical journey. The critic might also 
add that Teresa of Avila’s descriptions of her relationship with Christ comes close to a 
sexual longing, a longing that was censured and prevented by a celibate convent life and 
indeed the ascetic culture of her time. Freud, a fierce critic of religion, was of the view that 
all religious experience meets psychological needs, including sexual needs. Any form of 
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religious conversion, was for Freud a “reaction to a hostile world”, but how are we to know 
there is any truth to these suggestions? Whereas these views definitely seem plausible, 
there is certainly no evidence that one can offer to support such a view. Mere plausibility 
is not enough to prove the truth of the above assertions which may or may not be true.

Critics also point out that since there is no God, then obviously an experience of God is 
impossible, but it is obvious from what we have said so far, that God’s existence cannot 
be definitively disproved and furthermore, although the traditional arguments for God’s 
existence cannot compellingly prove God’s existence, still they cannot comprehensively 
be shown to fail in their attempt to prove God’s existence either. So it is not evident that 
there could not be a God and therefore not evident that there could not be reasonable 
belief in God based on experience, just because there is a contentious claim by some that 
God doesn’t exist.

We are also well aware that experience can be deceptive, so that we can mistakenly 
identify one person for another or misinterpret evidence (e.g. converging railway lines 
that seem to merge to a point) or hallucination that was mentioned already. Alternatively, 
we cannot dismiss all experience on these grounds. Experience is the only guide to the 
world that we have and we do know that experience is often an accurate guide as to 
what is the case. Also claims based on experience maybe withdrawn by the people who 
make experiential claims, but this fact does not show that they can never be correct. Just 
because I and many other people have not had a religious experience, does not rule out 
the possibility that such an experience on the part of someone else must be mistaken.
Notwithstanding the argument above, an Empiricist (e.g. David Hume) or a Logical 
Positivist (e.g. A.J.Ayer) would contend that the only experience that has any possibility 
of being demonstrably true is the data of sense experience. This latter would certainly 
rule out religious experience and almost everything else that doesn’t conform to empirical 
evidence. 

Religious Experience in the work of Rudolf Otto (1869–1937):
Rudolf Otto was a German philosopher and theologian. He was an admirer of 
Schleiermacher whom he credited with the “rediscovery of religion”. Up until 
Schleiermacher the study of religion had become very abstract and rational, but with 
Schleiermacher, Otto believed, religion had returned to it experiential roots. Otto had 
also been a student of Edmund Husserl, the founder of a movement in philosophy, called 
phenomenology and indeed the latter was lavish in his praise of Otto for the application 
of his phenomenological method. This method endeavoured to analyse experience. There 
was one other important influence on Otto, namely the famous English anthropologist of 
religion Robert Ranulph Marett who sought to discover the nature of religion (animism) 
in the existing primitive cultures of the early 20th century. Otto said that Marett’s work 
“came within a hair’s breadth” of his own.

Following on also from the influence of the 18th century German philosopher Immanuel 
Kant, Otto was the champion of a thoroughgoing a priorism in religion, just as Kant had 
held in a thoroughgoing a priorism in ethics. This is the view that religion is not an add-on 
by culture, something we or humankind pick up in life. A priorism is the view that religion 
is part of our psychological makeup; it is in our DNA in a sense! It is part of what we are 
and is part of us before we set off on life’s journey. Otto’s analysis of religion is as follows:
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1. The religious life is specific and unique and demands quite a distinctive category of 
interpretation. The category here is the ‘the Holy’.

2. ‘The Holy’ is at the core of religion and the term cannot be confused with anything 
else. The experience suggests “the ineffable” and the term contains an “over-plus of 
meaning” beyond the rational or the ethical.

3. Because in ordinary linguistic use, the term ‘holy’ is largely an ethical term, Otto 
changed it to “the numinous”, i.e. “a unique feeling response which can be in itself 
ethically neutral and claims consideration in its own right”.

4. The numinous state of mind is sui generis, i.e. it is one particular thing and not 
reducible to anything else. It is “absolute dependence on God”. Importantly it involves 
something “objective and outside itself”. It cannot be defined or taught; it must be 
evoked and awakened and can only be described by metaphor and analogy.

5. The object to which the numinous consciousness is directed is the “mysterium 
tremendum et fascinans”. Mysterium points to the “wholly other” and is suprarational 
and utterly transcends the grasp of conceptual thought. Tremendum involves aspects 
of awe-fulness, even dread, sublime majesty, overpoweringness, dynamic energy, 
wonder and urgency. Lastly fascinans points to captivating attraction of the numinous 
Being, evoking rapture and love.

6. Hence religion is based neither on hypothesis (theory or argument) nor inference, 
but on an immediate intuitional experience. It is therefore not amenable to scientific 
methods or tests or to philosophical treatment.

The Faculty of Divination:
As was stated at the beginning, the numinous quality is a special religious faculty, i.e. 
religion forms an innate part of our psychological makeup. It is innate in human nature 
and is latent, not active until awakened by the “touch from above”. When it is awakened 
“it signals the nearness of the Holy”, before which “we are both awed and exalted, abased 
and yet allured, convinced of our own worthlessness, yet through contact and communion 
filled with a new sense of worthiness”.

The Numinous:
The numinous is both non-rational and non-moral and its function is two-fold: (a) the 
appraisal of religious value. It appraises both subject and object. The religious person 
feels at once, God’s holiness and his own unworthiness. (b) the apprehension of the divine 
existence where the numinous has a special feeling for reality. This means a feeling for a 
“numinous object”, that is; this is not just an empty experience, and it is an experience of 
some thing objective outside oneself. The truly religious person not only believes in this 
reality, but also experiences it. This part of Otto’s argument is positing the existence of the 
numinous which points to and believes in the existence of the object of that experience, 
namely God. What is being offered here is an argument from religious experience for the 
existence of God.

The Mystical Experience:
While mystical experiences are varied and wide-ranging in terms of what occurs, there 
are a number of common features and experiences that are particular to it. Often these 
include a strong sense of connection with the divine, though this may only be temporary 
and soon the individual returns to their former state. The experience seems to occur 
outside of normal time (time can stand still). The experience usually includes a feeling 
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of well-being which cannot be adequately explained or put into words. The experience 
is normally passive and therefore outside of the control of the individual. Finally these 
experiences are described as noetic in that the person feels they have learnt or grown 
through the experience.

Mystical experiences are often associated with the idea of religious revival or 
intensification of belief. The mystical experience helps to convince the one who 
experiences it of the reality and certainty of their belief in God. They encourage a deeper 
commitment either to having further experiences or, because of the compelling nature of 
the experience, confirm the reality of the divine.

As well as the rejection by atheists and sceptics, some Christians also reject mysticism for 
a number of reasons:
• It creates a two-tier religion of those who have had mystical experiences and those 

who have not and therefore mysticism can be divisive.
• It is reminiscent of early heresies (false teachings) which put an emphasis on religious 

experience of special knowledge of the divine, e.g. Montanism and Gnosticism.
• Mysticism is also outside of the control of the institution of the church and is therefore 

viewed with suspicion. 

Activities

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/mysticism/#1

1. Using the following link, explain the types of religious experience and how 
people might assess each of these http://revisionworld.com/a2-level-level-
revision/religious-studies/philosophy-religion/religious-experience/different-
forms-religious-experience

1. Prepare a PowerPoint presentation for your class on the topic: ‘Religious experience is 
the most convincing evidence for the existence of God.’

Learning Objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate religious experience as proof for God’s existence

For many people the greatest evidence for the existence of God is personal experience 
often in the form of special revelation i.e. a personal experience of God not shared by 
anyone else. However, there are a number of difficulties with this argument: why does God 
only reveal himself to some people? How do we know if these experiences are experiences 
of something that has reality? But the religious experience can be so strong and so 
compelling for the individual having it, that there can be no doubt that the experience 
points to the existence of God.

A further problem is that the experience is not open to any form of empirical scrutiny 
or even rational justification, but it does demand spiritual recognition. In any event the 
emotional power of the experience is so strong and compelling that its truth is more easily 
accessed by the believer than by the non-believer. Of course the sceptic will immediately 
ask, how one can accept such an argument, the truth of which is only vouchsafed to the 
person having the experience. For the argument to be compelling its truth would have to 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/mysticism/#1
http://revisionworld.com/a2-level-level-revision/religious-studies/philosophy-religion/religious-exp
http://revisionworld.com/a2-level-level-revision/religious-studies/philosophy-religion/religious-exp
http://revisionworld.com/a2-level-level-revision/religious-studies/philosophy-religion/religious-exp
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be open to some form of verification or rational scrutiny and obviously that’s not possible.

The principle of credulity was raised by Swinburne who suggests that we should accept 
religious experiences unless we have overwhelming evidence to the contrary. Also because 
some people have a religious experience and others do not, we should not discount the 
experiences of the first group just because the second group have a different or indeed a 
lack of experience of something that is being contested. 

The principle of testimony is again an argument advanced by Swinburne which can be 
summarised as stating that it is wrong to constantly reject those who say they have had a 
religious experience just as it would be wrong for us to reject those who claim some other 
fact about the world that we have not experienced ourselves. 

Activities

1. Outline the religious experiences from Paul and Muhammad. Examine the 
nature of the revelation, where and when it occurred, and the change in the 
person from before the experience to after the experience. The following links 
will help you.

 www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+9

 www.islamreligion.com/articles/183/muhammad-s-biography-part-3/

2. Do you think religious experiences are purely subjective or do they point to the truth of 
a reality beyond themselves, e.g. God? Draw up a table of reasons for and against the 
reality of such events. Use the following links to help you:

 www.philosophyofreligion.info/theistic-proofs/the-argument-from-religious-
experience/

 www.philosophyofreligion.info/theistic-proofs/the-argument-from-religious-
experience/conflicting-religious-experiences

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+9
http://www.islamreligion.com/articles/183/muhammad-s-biography-part-3/
http://www.philosophyofreligion.info/theistic-proofs/the-argument-from-religious-experience/
http://www.philosophyofreligion.info/theistic-proofs/the-argument-from-religious-experience/
http://www.philosophyofreligion.info/theistic-proofs/the-argument-from-religious-experience/conflicting-religious-experiences
http://www.philosophyofreligion.info/theistic-proofs/the-argument-from-religious-experience/conflicting-religious-experiences
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5. Other aspects of human experience
N.B. What are provided below in the eight listed areas of ‘other aspects of human 
experience’ are examples of themes and ideas that could be studied. Teachers and 
students are free to examine issues of their own choice that fulfil the criteria of 
the Learning Objectives. Students in their answers should endeavour to evaluate 
each side of the argument and if they think it is appropriate, they should offer a 
conclusion which is supported by appropriate argument/evidence/examples. It 
is suggested at the end of each section/area of work in the taught unit, that the 
appropriate themes/issues from ‘other aspects of human experience’, are studied 
and/or taught at that point in the work. 

It should also be noted that only an appropriate amount of content that fulfils the 
Learning Objectives should be taught. Students and teachers should remember that 
the time allocated to answer Part (b) AO2 of the question is roughly 20 minutes, so 
the amount of time and content covered should not be exhaustive.

Learning Objective – critically evaluate the relationship between reason and 
faith in any age. 

Many Christians believe that even in the Western world their faith is increasingly under 
attack, particularly from a new wave of atheism that has been promoted by science 
and by some prominent writers such as Richard Dawkins. As a result there is a renewed 
interest in the West in defending and defining the Christian faith.

1. Students could research You-tube and the various discussions and lectures given 
by diverse figures such as Richard Dawkins, John Lennox and the late Christopher 
Hitchins. Students should be careful not to study areas that are covered in the content 
of the taught unit, e.g. the existence of God or the problem of evil. 

2. Students could examine the history of the chasm that opened up between faith and 
reason. Prior to the Enlightenment and the Age of Reason, philosophy (reason) had 
been the handmaiden of faith and thus it supported faith and religion as exemplified 
in the work of Aquinas and Anselm etc. Then figures such as Voltaire arose who were 
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much more critical of religion, over such issues as corruption, freedom of thought 
and the exercise of power in the Late Medieval Church. Some of these early issues 
of discussion might be examined, such as the beginnings of science in the form of 
the discoveries and ideas of Copernicus, Galileo and the Dominican, Giordano Bruno, 
all of whom had a profound effect on the growing chasm between faith and reason. 
The central issues of freedom of thought, experimentation, intellectual speculation, 
the overthrow of the dogmatically supported geocentric view of the universe and the 
impact of this on European culture and ideas could be studied. Some of the central 
issues connected with faith and reason could be examined and discussed.

3. Does religion need reason? Is fideism sufficient? Kierkegaard is a good example of a 
fideist and his ideas could be critically examined. Could religion/Christianity survive in 
modern culture if it didn’t engage with both science and reason?

4. Students could study and discuss all or selections of the Papal encyclical Fides et 
ratio (Faith and reason) 1998, John Paul ll. The encyclical argues that there is a 
fundamental compatibility between faith and reason and further that faith without 
reason leads to superstition and reason without faith leads to nihilism and relativism. 

 How relevant is this document? Are the two (faith and reason) compatible as the 
encyclical suggests? Has the Church learned from the past (e.g. heated disputes over 
Galileo and Darwin)? Has the Church changed its attitude from the antipathies that 
existed between faith and reason in the past?

The following give some examples of the methods used for defending 
Christianity and show some of the debate between leading Christians and 
atheists.

www.youtube.com/watch?v=VBbBenCTTwE

www.bethinking.org/

www.bethinking.org/apologetics/the-relevance-of-cs-lewis

www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2013/november/cs-lewis-better-apologetics.html

Think about the following questions:
• What are some of the big challenges to the Christian message?
• Why might the Church say that defending the Christian message is so vital today?
• What are some of the main points made by modern apologists like C. S. Lewis and John 

Lennox?
• What are the dangers of combining faith and reason? What are the advantages?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VBbBenCTTwE
http://www.bethinking.org/
http://www.bethinking.org/apologetics/the-relevance-of-cs-lewis
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2013/november/cs-lewis-better-apologetics.html
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Learning Objective – critically evaluate the social and cultural impact of 
secularisation and atheism

1. Students could examine the beginnings and nature of secularization and how it came 
to be such a dominant feature of western culture. The impact of industrialization and 
the move of populations from the countryside accelerated secularization! Why? Also 
some examination of both intellectual and political change that fostered secularization 
could be discussed and examined.

 *The early chapters of a useful book here is Don Cupitt’s book, The Sea of Faith (BBC 
publications, 1984) and the accompanying video material which can be found on You-
Tube. 

2. Students could examine the view that the influence of secularization has not been 
entirely negative as some commentators suggest, though its negative influence should 
be examined. Alternatively, students could examine the view that the oppressive hold 
of religion on culture has been broken and this is a good thing. Issues such as freedom 
of belief and conscience in a secular culture actually liberates religious belief and the 
development of religious ideas. Is there anything in this suggestion?

3. A case study of the moral impact of secularization is to be found in the Republic 
of Ireland and to a lesser extent in Northern Ireland. Students could look at the 
central place of the Catholic Church in Ireland after independence (1921) and how 
this continued up until some forty years ago when the religious edifice began to 
collapse, arguably because of the impact of secularization. The influence of the 
media, principally television, in driving the secular agenda could be examined. An 
examination of the impact and radical change in moral perspective in the last forty 
years. Some moral issues could be examined; such as contraception, the rights of 
gay people and legalisation of marriage for gay people and the ongoing issue of the 
legalisation of abortion.

4. Students could examine the impact of secularization on Islam. There has been growing 
and indeed violent opposition to the secularising influence of western culture on 
Islamic countries. Thus, partly we have some of the reasons for the violence of the 
Middle East, Europe and the US. An examination of the suggestion by some radical 
Muslims that the West is decadent, atheist and its influence is ultimately destructive 
of the true religion of Islam.

There are a number of particularly contentious issues that Christian groups disagree 
on. Look at the following issues and explain how different religious groups understand 
religious teaching in different ways and come to different ethical conclusions.

Homosexuality:

http://gaychurch.org/homosexuality-and-the-bible/calling-the-rainbow-nation-home/

http://gaychurch.org/homosexuality-and-the-bible/calling-the-rainbow-nation-home/
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The following articles will help you think about the relevance of biblical 
ethics today. Students could read these articles and discuss the relevance of 
biblical ethics in a secular culture. Students could also discuss the relevance 
and application of biblical ethics in the lives of Christians today.

www.religionnews.com/2015/04/08/must-christianity-change-sexual-ethics-history-may-
hold-key-commentary/

www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/ashers-bakery-to-appeal-gay-cake-
ruling-31260131.html

www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/health-minister-poots-spends-100000-
on-gay-blood-ban-and-samesex-adoption-row-29584100.html

Think about the following questions:
• What are some of the big challenges to the Christian message in an age of 

secularisation and atheism?
• Why might the Church say that defending and defining the Christian faith is essential 

today?
• How is Christian culture clashing with secular culture? Give examples from the gay 

blood ban row and Ashers bakery.

Learning Objective – critically evaluate the experience of evil in the world 
and its impact.

The existence of evil in the world has been particularly problematic for religious people as 
it calls into the question the source and origin of evil along with raising questions about 
Gods inability or failure to deal with evil. You could examine the impact of evil in the world 
in a number of ways.

Firstly what impact does evil have in the world for religious people? Read the following 
examples of the impact of evil and summarise each focusing on how religious people deal 
with evil and understand it:

www.equip.org/article/how-should-christians-approach-the-problem-of-evil/

www.momentmag.com/heart-to-heart-with-elie-wiesel/ (Why did the Holocaust cause 
Wiesel to question God)

Consider the following story that was recounted by a member of the Sonderkommando in 
one of The World at War series of programmes on ITV. (The Sonderkommando were Jews 
who were kept alive to deal with the corpses, clothes, miscellaneous articles and valuables 
that belonged to those Jews who had just been put to death):

He recounts how a train load of Jews came into a death camp from the East. The group 
mainly consisted of women, children and the elderly; a group that was destined for the 
gas chambers. As the narrator explains the fires of the crematoria were already lit and 
ready, for the soon to be corpses. The group was led by a young Jewish Rabbi who prayed 
with the group outside the gas chamber. The Rabbi looked up and said ‘if you are the 
same Yahweh of our fathers who led us out of the land of the Egypt and who freed us 

http://www.religionnews.com/2015/04/08/must-christianity-change-sexual-ethics-history-may-hold-key-commenta
http://www.religionnews.com/2015/04/08/must-christianity-change-sexual-ethics-history-may-hold-key-commenta
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/ashers-bakery-to-appeal-gay-cake-ruling-31260131.html
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/ashers-bakery-to-appeal-gay-cake-ruling-31260131.html
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/health-minister-poots-spends-100000-on-gay-blood-ban-and-samesex-adoption-row-29584100.html
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/health-minister-poots-spends-100000-on-gay-blood-ban-and-samesex-adoption-row-29584100.html
http://www.equip.org/article/how-should-christians-approach-the-problem-of-evil/
http://www.momentmag.com/heart-to-heart-with-elie-wiesel/
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from the Egyptians that bore down so heavily upon us, surely you can’t fail to hear the 
prayers of your burning people’. As the doors of the gas chamber were being closed, the 
Sonderkommando wittness heard the young Rabbi shout, ‘there is no God’. 

1. Did the young Jewish Rabbi lack the necessary faith in order to deal with this 
horrendous event? Was his response understandable in the circumstances?

2. Quite a number of Jews after the Holocaust became non-practising and are often 
referred to today as secular Jews. Were the events of the Holocaust likely to impact on 
the survivers?

3. Speculate on what a religious response to such an event is likely to be or indeed if one 
is possible?

4. What was in the minds of the SS who committed these crimes? Most of them after all 
were largely well educated and quite cultured Europeans and almost all of them were 
brought up in either Roman Catholic or Lutheran Christianity.

5. The German born Jewish philosopher and political theorist, Hanna Arendt talks about 
the ‘banality of evil’. What do you think she meant by the remark? Is evil really banal 
even trivial? Is it possible to refer to the evil of the Holocaust as banal?

6. At the end of the slaughter of the First World War, many people said ‘never again’ and 
yet in less than 25 years the Second World War had started. Is evil endemic to the 
human condition? What would it take to get rid of moral evil or is it impossible?

 www.youtube.com/watch?v=rRAEEf9i9Qc

 www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/this-britain/vicar-struggles-to-forgive-the-terrorists-
who-killed-her-daughter-6107339.html

You could also examine the different types of evil and how people experience evil. 
Examine the impact of these examples of moral evil:

www.catholicherald.co.uk/commentandblogs/2015/05/25/the-irish-churchs-failures-have-
caused-its-people-to-choose-secularism-over-faith/

www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-16086642

You could also examine the impact that evil has had in changing people either for 
the better or for the worse. Some people response to evil by acting against it and evil 
experiences have a motivating impact on their lives to do good. For others, evil acts in 
such a way as to change them forever and leads them into greater evil. Discuss the impact 
of evil in the following situations:

www.christianity.com/bible/people-of-the-bible/josephs-prosperity-when-god-turns-evil-
to-good-11556668.html

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2000/nov/01/bulger.familyandrelationships

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rRAEEf9i9Qc
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/this-britain/vicar-struggles-to-forgive-the-terrorists-who-killed-her-daughter-6107339.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/this-britain/vicar-struggles-to-forgive-the-terrorists-who-killed-her-daughter-6107339.html
http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/commentandblogs/2015/05/25/the-irish-churchs-failures-have-caused-its-peopl
http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/commentandblogs/2015/05/25/the-irish-churchs-failures-have-caused-its-peopl
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-16086642
http://www.christianity.com/bible/people-of-the-bible/josephs-prosperity-when-god-turns-evil-to-good-115566
http://www.christianity.com/bible/people-of-the-bible/josephs-prosperity-when-god-turns-evil-to-good-115566
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2000/nov/01/bulger.familyandrelationships
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Learning Objective – critically evaluate the response of atheism to the 
problem of evil and suffering

So far in our studies, we are aware that suffering and evil pose theological difficulties for 
religious believers, including the source of evil in the world and the apparent failure of God 
to deal with the suffering and evil that exists. Atheists don’t face the same difficulties, 
but the existential problems of cancer, murder, genocide (the Holocaust), war and natural 
disasters etc are no less problematic for the atheist than they are for the believer and they 
still require explanation. 

Students could select two or three atheistical thinkers and outline and study their 
positions:

1. One view is to turn the theist position on its head and to argue that given there is no 
God and given that we live in a contingent universe which is underpinned by natural 
laws; evil and suffering are inevitable. Given that there is no providence or meaning 
to the universe, beyond scientific explanation and also given that the whole human 
race and the animal kingdom have arrived on planet Earth as part of the great cosmic 
accident, it is to be expected that pain and suffering are just part of the package of our 
existence. There is no point in complaining about the universe, it is just the way it is 
or as Russell put it; it is just a ‘brute fact’. For most atheists there was no prevision or 
plan for human existence. The world cares not a jot what happens to us and in the end 
mortality (death) seals our fate. In other words given the initial godless conditions of 
the world, evil and suffering are inevitable. One possible response to this position is 
Stoicism.

2. In reply to the point above, atheistical Humanists would argue that though inevitably 
we can’t escape suffering and death, we can at least try to minimise its impact. 
Students should look up the British and Irish Humanist Associations and endeavour 
to discover how Humanists view the world. Students should research particularly how 
Humanists deal with the problem of evil and suffering. Further, they tend to adopt 
a system of ethics which is largely utilitarian and which promotes pleasure and 
happiness over against pain and suffering. In the world we live in, Humanists would 
argue that utilitarianism is the only form of ethics that is feasible in the face of the 
existential circumstances of human existence.

3. Some forty-five years ago, the following very unusual case of a child was reported in 
the United States press: A boy was born with a condition which was given the name of 
‘congenital indifference to pain’. The symptoms of the condition were that though the 
boy was perfectly normal in every other way, he was unable to feel pain. Those neural 
connections in his brain that registered pain were missing and had been so from birth. 
Now some might think, ‘how wonderful!’ Such a condition might seem like a god-
send, but the opposite was the case. Initially the parents noticed nothing untoward 
about the boy’s early development, but when he began to walk, it was then that 
disaster struck. First of the boy bit a hole right through his tongue and he didn’t notice, 
because he felt nothing. Extreme heat that would normally cause pain to the average 
person caused the boy no pain, so that he had no fear of fires or flames, unless he was 
physically restrained from going near sites of extreme heat in the first place. He burned 
his hand quite badly on a cooker, not noticing the danger or the harm that a hot-
plate could do. The boy’s condition necessitated extreme vigilance on the part of the 
parents, but it did not prevent some very major burns that required hospital treatment. 
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Sometime later the boy while playing in the garden broke his leg, but he continued 
to play until it was noticed that he was limping badly and further, the bone from the 
broken leg had pierced through his skin, but the boy continued to play. Once again his 
parents intervened, restrained the boy from further harm and took him to hospital. 

This true story illustrates a few important points; namely, the necessity of pain and 
suffering. Pain provides both animal and human with an important early warning system, 
that some part of the body is malfunctioning and is potentially dangerous. Pain may also 
be a warning that this or that item in the world is dangerous and the intensity of the pain 
can be an indication as to the level of danger to be avoided. In truth few advanced species 
on the planet, could survive if the registration of pain were absent from their makeup. In 
essence it is a vital and necessary part of the biological and psychological make-up of 
all sentient creatures on the planet. Pain is also a vital part of the process of learning for 
the young. The fossil record is replete with examples of sentient reptiles, fish and early 
mammals all of whom have a built in facility to feel pain and suffering and without which 
they could not survive. Indeed it is arguable if evolutionary development over the past 
three billion years could ever have taken place, if the registration of pain in the brain were 
not possible.

For the atheist there is an explanation for the problem of evil which is based on the laws 
of nature and the existential practicalities of our contingent universe; thus in the midst 
of that inescapable condition we have to learn to live with suffering and evil and as far as 
possible to minimise it.

The analysis above is important for the atheist as it shows that pain is not the same 
intractable problem as it is for the religious. Indeed it is something that we cannot avoid 
nor do without. 

You should examine different responses from atheists to this problem. You could include 
the idea that evil is an impersonal force which randomly generates pain. This argument 
requires no further explanation for suffering and evil as evil just exists and there is no 
discrimination in how it acts. Explain this idea from the following links:

www.humanismforschools.org.uk/pdfs/evil%20and%20suffering.pdf

http://thehumanist.com/magazine/may-june-2010/commentary/the-mystery-of-evil-and-
suffering

www.youtube.com/watch?v=FtwEhq3VcM4

Some regard evil as a latent force or psychological problem which is activated or triggered 
in a person through some terrible experience in life. This argument does pose problems as 
it could therefore be argued that a person is not responsible for their evil actions rather it 
is a bad past experience that has made them that way. Examine the links below and show 
how evil has been explained as a psychological problem:

www.theguardian.com/uk/2000/nov/01/bulger.familyandrelationships

www.independent.co.uk/voices/commentators/johann-hari/johann-hari-the-child-who-
kills-is-the-child-who-never-had-a-chance-1666824.html

http://www.humanismforschools.org.uk/pdfs/evil%20and%20suffering.pdf
http://thehumanist.com/magazine/may-june-2010/commentary/the-mystery-of-evil-and-suffering
http://thehumanist.com/magazine/may-june-2010/commentary/the-mystery-of-evil-and-suffering
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FtwEhq3VcM4
http://www.theguardian.com/uk/2000/nov/01/bulger.familyandrelationships
http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/commentators/johann-hari/johann-hari-the-child-who-kills-is-the-child-who-never-had-a-chance-1666824.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/commentators/johann-hari/johann-hari-the-child-who-kills-is-the-child-who-never-had-a-chance-1666824.html
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Learning Objective – critically evaluate the perennial value of miracles in 
the lives of religious believers.

Students should examine both sides of this argument. Though a study of Hume is 
specifically part of the taught unit, a very brief mention of Hume’s contribution as 
part of ‘other aspects of human experience’ to the argument is possible. David Hume 
had argued that as knowledge and education advance, reports of miracle will become 
less. In other words, he was arguing that the credulity and folly that surrounds belief in 
miracles will with time disappear. Contrary to Hume’s prediction and 240 years on from 
the philosopher’s death, miracles are still believed and shrines like Lourdes, Knock and 
Fatima are extremely popular with many thousands of pilgrims visiting these shrines, 
very often in the hope of a miraculous cure. Indeed it has to be said that this hope for a 
miraculous event is not in vain and there continue to be reports of miracles taking place 
at these shrines. Because of the miracle stories in the New Testament, many Protestants 
accept that God can and does intervene in the affairs of the world to bring about his own 
purposes in the form of miracles.

The sceptic would say, it is no accident that belief in miracles of healing are sought 
through prayer in those cases where medical science has failed and hope has gone, e.g. 
in cases like terminal cancer. In other words, belief in miracles provides hope, where 
otherwise there is none, though once again the sceptic will argue that if a disease is 
terminal, then in reality there is no hope and the consequences of such a diagnosis should 
be faced! In cases like this it is felt that belief in miracle is a psychological attempt to 
ward off the terrible death sentence to a dreaded disease! In the past people might have 
prayed for a miracle of healing in the case of a raging infection like pneumonia, but after 
the discovery of antibiotics in the 1940s, even the religious go to doctors as a first resort. 
This might indicate that the religious prefer to put their trust in medical science, if it 
could provide a cure. It would seem that prayer for a miracle is used as a last resort in the 
case of those diseases which lie beyond the power of medical science to heal; diseases 
like Parkinson’s disease, Motor-neurone disease, cancer etc. The sceptic, following in 
Hume’s footsteps, might argue that as diseases diminish through the ongoing research of 
medical science, so the need for prayer for miraculous intervention will also diminish.

In reply to the above, it might be argued, that though medical science may continue to 
be successful in its attempts to discover cures for certain diseases; at the end of the day, 
death cannot be escaped and is an inevitable part of the human condition; and death 
is not going to disappear any time soon! Also there are a host of other problems and 
difficulties that the human condition is heir too, which are not going to disappear by any 
discoveries in medical science. What might these be?

Miracles no matter how one defines them are still believed by many people. Such putative 
events offer hope in times of great difficulty. From a Christian perspective this hope is 
based on faith. Faith transcends the ordinary categories of thought and holds that in time 
of great stress, the ordinary laws of the world’s governance can be suspended or bent in a 
felicitous direction by the will of God. The religious would point out that sometimes, and 
no one knows why, events sometimes occur which are quite opposite to what is expected 
and indeed quite contrary to the known operation of the laws of physics. Stories like the 
following which was recorded in the Readers Digest (April, 1995) suggest that miracles 
based on religious faith are still reported and certainly believed by the religious and 
sometimes even the non-religious as was the case of Larry Dossey, who as he says as a 
young doctor, had no religious faith:
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Larry Dossey was a young medical registrar in the Parkland Memorial Hospital in Dallas, 
Texas. His first patient, he tells us had cancer in both lungs. He informed the patient 
that little could be done in the circumstances. Dossey noticed that there were lots of 
visitors from the patient’s church by his bedside who were singing and praying. ‘Good 
thing, I thought, because soon they’ll be singing and praying at his funeral.’ A year later 
Dossey recounts, he had moved to another hospital and he returned to Parkland to visit 
a colleague. His colleague asked him if he wished to see his old cancer patient. Dossey 
couldn’t believe he was still alive! He was stunned by his former patient’s X-rays! They 
were completely clear of cancer! The radiologist remarked that the therapy had worked. 
‘Therapy? I thought. There wasn’t any, unless you consider prayer’ Dossey informed his 
former medical school lecturers who did not consider the event miraculous and shrugging 
their shoulders, simply saying, ‘these things happen’. Dossey goes on: ‘I had long given 
up the faith of my childhood. Now I believed in the power of modern medicine. Prayer 
seemed an arbitrary frill’. It was later that Dossey began to see evidence that suggested 
strongly that prayer could play a significant part in healing a variety of physical 
conditions and he has continued to write about the power of prayer ever since.

What do you think happened in this story? Was this a miraculous event? Was it a 
psychosomatic event? Could a psychosomatic event cure cancer? Is a spontaneous 
healing without explanation possible? Is it possible that a spontaneous healing event 
is perfectly natural, though the explanatory science is not yet available, but it will be at 
some future time?

Miracles are often seen as an important part of religious faith and belief. As supernatural 
events, miracles are often only explained by belief in a god. Therefore if someone claims 
to have experienced a miracle and those around them accept this, it necessitates a belief 
in God by the very idea that miracles are supernatural events. 

The following articles explain the importance of miracles as an event and 
concept in religion. Summarise the importance of miracles for religious 
believers.

www.bbc.co.uk/schools/gcsebitesize/rs/god/chrevelationrev3.shtml

www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2012/september/a-new-age-of-miracles.html

The importance of miracles for religious believers can be seen in the link between miracles 
and church growth. You should understand the connection as well as be able to give 
examples of miracles and church growth in the real world.

www.ministrymagazine.org/archive/2010/04/miracles-in-nigeria

http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/gcsebitesize/rs/god/chrevelationrev3.shtml
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2012/september/a-new-age-of-miracles.html
http://www.ministrymagazine.org/archive/2010/04/miracles-in-nigeria
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Learning Objective – critically evaluate miracles as psychosomatic events 
or coincidences, for which there is currently no scientific explanation:

N.B. Miracles understood as coincidence should only be covered in the taught unit. In 
this section of ‘others aspects of human experience’ only the nature of psychosomatic 
events will be covered. No questions on coincidence can be set in Section B (AO2) of ‘other 
aspects of human experience.’

Students should research this aspect of miracle. Miracle interpreted as psychosomatic 
events is confined to healing miracles. The suggestion is that putative healing miracles, 
though on the face of it, seemly unexpected and possibly violating the laws of nature 
are in fact driven by the power of the mind (psyche) over the body (soma). In orthodox 
medical science, the workings of the human body are clear cut. The long held medical 
view has been that the body could not be directly affected by the predispositions, 
emotions and suggestions of the mind. There were and still are a minority of people who 
were sometimes regarded as a whacky and certainly unscientific for believing such ideas. 
Some people in the past said that the mind (psyche) had greater power than it was given 
credit for and indeed ultimately that what happened to the body (soma) was determined 
by the mind. In more recent times some medical evidence for this has been provided. In 
2005 the cell biologist Bruce H. Lipton published his book The biology of belief; the sub-
title of which read ‘unleashing the power of consciousness, matter and miracles’ The book 
unpacks the emerging science of Epigenetics. In simple terms through Lipton’s research, 
we learn that our genetic code is not fixed as was previously believed. Since Crick and 
Watson’s discovery of the DNA double helex in the 1950s, the opinion ever since has been 
that our genetic code which we inherited was exactly the same when we died. Lipton and 
epigenticists dispute this view. The evidence now seems to suggest that the experiences 
of life modify our genetic code and sometimes in radical ways, and for good or for ill. The 
following blurb of Lipton’s work describes the implications of his view.

“In 1982, Dr. Lipton began examining the principles of quantum physics and how they 
might be integrated into his understanding of the cell’s information processing systems. 
He produced breakthrough studies on the cell membrane, which revealed that this outer 
layer of the cell was an organic homologue of a computer chip, the cell’s equivalent of a 
brain. His research at Stanford University’s School of Medicine, between 1987 and 1992, 
revealed that the environment, operating though the membrane, controlled the behaviour 
and physiology of the cell, turning genes on and off. His discoveries, which ran counter 
to the established scientific view that life is controlled by the genes, presaged one of 
today’s most important fields of study, the science of epigenetics. Two major scientific 
publications derived from these studies defined the molecular pathways connecting the 
mind and body. Many subsequent papers by other researchers have since validated his 
concepts and ideas.

Dr. Lipton’s novel scientific approach transformed his personal life as well. His deepened 
understanding of cell biology highlighted the mechanisms by which the mind controls 
bodily functions, and implied the existence of an immortal spirit. He applied this science 
to his personal biology, and discovered that his physical well-being improved, and the 
quality and character of his daily life was greatly enhanced.”

Professor Lipton though, has his critics. The American surgical oncologist David Gorski 
says of Lipton that he is a “crank who misunderstands evolutionary biology..... He twists 
evolutionary biology into the woo-sphere”
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For our study of miracles the question is: if Lipton’s position is correct then are miraculous 
healing events not suspensions of the laws of nature, but the outworking of our dynamic 
(and not static) genetic code which is constantly being modified by our beliefs, 
suggestions, ideas and emotions? Religious belief of course plays a very vital role in our 
emotions and especially on our perception of traumatic events. If Lipton is right, religious 
belief can play a very important part in altering our genetic code. The implication is that 
prayer, faith and belief etc can alter our genetic code, so much so that healing, even 
seemingly extraordinary healing can take place. Quite obviously, this is not miracle as it 
has been defined in the ordinary sense.

If Lipton is right what remains of miracle as we have understood it?

While religious people will argue that miracles are a form of special revelation directly 
from God, those who hold no such religious conviction will argue that miracles are simply 
psychosomatic events. Using the following links, show how some could argue that miracles 
are not religious events but simply unexplained coincidences or events in the mind:

www.selfgrowth.com/articles/miracle_or_coincidence.html

www.independent.co.uk/news/science-debunks-miracle-of-weeping-madonna-1590530.
html

www.livescience.com/29290-fatima-miracle.html

www.economist.com/node/304212

For religious people, miracles are evidence of the reality of God and evidence of his working 
in the world. Therefore any attempt to undermine the supernatural nature of miracles will 
be rejected. Use the following links to show how religious people believe that miracles are 
real events not simply coincidence or psychosomatic events:

www.lifebuzz.com/miracles/

www.theblaze.com/stories/2015/09/17/married-couple-claim-they-experienced-miracle-
that-defied-all-medical-odds-after-life-altering-blessing-from-pope-francis
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http://www.selfgrowth.com/articles/miracle_or_coincidence.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/science-debunks-miracle-of-weeping-madonna-1590530.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/science-debunks-miracle-of-weeping-madonna-1590530.html
http://www.livescience.com/29290-fatima-miracle.html
http://www.economist.com/node/304212
http://www.lifebuzz.com/miracles/
http://www.theblaze.com/stories/2015/09/17/married-couple-claim-they-experienced-miracle-that-defied-all-medical-odds-after-life-altering-blessing-from-pope-francis
http://www.theblaze.com/stories/2015/09/17/married-couple-claim-they-experienced-miracle-that-defied-all-medical-odds-after-life-altering-blessing-from-pope-francis
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Learning Objective – critically evaluate the importance of religious 
conversion in the life of the believer

N.B. Candidates should note that these last two Learning Objectives are 
closely connected and can be studied together.

A religious conversion is usually a life-changing event which because of a religious 
stimulus brings about a ‘turning around’ or substantial change in a person’s life. Also 
accompanying the religious conversion is a change to a different way of living, which 
normally affects the moral outlook, thinking, actions and decisions. A religious conversion 
is usually marked by a different perspective to the world. For many, a conversion is the 
most complete example of a religious experience and is the start of a religious journey as 
the person seeks to understand better the religious faith they have adopted.

ST PAUL 

One immediate issue that we should pose at this stage is: 
Many people are brought up in a religious atmosphere and thus the religious way of life is 
taken on gradually and is taught and nurtured from childhood. This is the way that faith 
is passed on to the majority of people. As adults the religious life of such people is no less 
committed, nor sincere, but these people may not have had the profound life changing 
experience of a religious conversion. Someone might believe that because they have had 
a profound religious conversion that somehow their faith is superior or that they have 
in a very special way been ‘touched from above’ in a way that those who have grown up 
as religious believers are not. An example of this might be someone who has had a ‘born 
again experience’ (religious conversion experience) who believes that this is necessary 
for salvation and is therefore necessary for everyone and those who haven’t had the 
experience are not really Christians at all. We can sometimes come across this in Northern 
Ireland. 

One might ask: is a religious conversion experience required for everyone as some would 
argue? Is the religious faith of those who haven’t had the conversion experience of any 
less value or in the case of Christians is their faith any less valuable or sincere because 
they haven’t had a conversion experience? 
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Still today religious conversion experiences are life-changing events. Read the following 
articles and examine how the religious conversion changed the life of the Apostle Paul, 
Billy Graham and Nicky Cruz (you may be able to find other websites that tell you more 
about them).

www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=acts+9&version=NIV

http://billygraham.org/about/biographies/billy-graham/

http://nickycruz.org/nickys-story/

Religious conversion often leads not only to a changed life but also to difficulties for those 
who change from one religion to another. Read the following article and note down the 
difficulties that face some people who have a religious conversion experience. 

www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3088805/I-feel-like-life-danger-College-student-22-
famously-fled-Muslim-home-Christian-reveals-new-memoir-abused-child-threatened-
mental-institution.html

Sometimes there can be an overlap between miracles and religious conversions as 
religious conversions can be miraculous events. Read the following account of a 
miraculous conversion event and make notes on the miraculous nature of it.

www.christian-faith.com/yun-gets-a-bible/

Religious conversion is very important in the New Testament and it would be useful to 
discuss the Nicodemus story in John’s gospel and also the conversion of Paul. What was 
the nature of these experiences? Do they still happen today? 

From a philosophical point of view we have to ask, are such experiences a ‘touch from 
above’ or are there psychological or cultural explanations for these experiences?’ It 
must be said though, even if we did attempt to explain these experiences as having 
psychological, cultural or sociological causes, there is no criteria by which we could prove 
that these explanations are correct. In other words religious converts could still be making 
authentic claims to religious experience. It is important to examine biblically, historically 
and contemporaneously conversion experiences and how people have been changed and 
transformed by these experiences. Perhaps one of the tests of religious experience is: are 
people always changed for the better? Some have argued that certainly there are cases 
where people who have had profound religious conversion experiences have become what 
some have described as ‘religious fanatics’ and religious fanaticism has sometimes led to 
the most ghastly crimes in the name of what is perceived to be true religion! 

The transformative nature of religious conversion:
Within the three great Abrahamic faiths religious conversion can be an instantaneous 
and, for the individual, a tumultuous life changing event brought about through perhaps 
meeting and hearing the testimony of someone from another faith tradition and then, 
after some reflection, deciding to become a member of that alternative religious tradition. 
The convert might often explain what happened as a ‘touch from above’. On the other 
hand Anglicans, Catholics, Presbyterians etc may well view conversion as a gradual 
process where someone is born, brought up and deepened in a faith (religious experience) 
tradition of their birth. Conversion therefore is gradual, but it is none the less real and 
may have long lasting consequences in the religious and moral life of the believer. For 
Christians the life of Jesus, the teaching of the Gospels, the Sermon on the Mount, the 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=acts+9&version=NIV
http://billygraham.org/about/biographies/billy-graham/
http://nickycruz.org/nickys-story/
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3088805/I-feel-like-life-danger-College-student-22-famously-fled-Mu
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3088805/I-feel-like-life-danger-College-student-22-famously-fled-Mu
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3088805/I-feel-like-life-danger-College-student-22-famously-fled-Mu
http://www.christian-faith.com/yun-gets-a-bible/
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teaching of Paul and the teaching of the Church today may well provide the moral roots of 
this tradition.

Religious conversion and cults: 
Religious conversion, however, does not always lead to what is best for the convert. 
Conversion, for example, to the tenets and beliefs of religious cults has been deeply 
troublesome in modern times and has led to very morally questionable results. This can 
easily be seen in the following two summarised examples: 

The charismatic and autocratic Jim Jones was born in Indiana and early in his life he 
developed an affinity with Pentecostalism and was eventually ordained as a minister in 
the Independent Assemblies of God. In the 1960s he became increasingly critical of other 
Christian denominations and founded a movement called Apostolic Socialism. By 1978 
Jones founded the Peoples Temple and because of his increasing paranoia, he, along with 
his nearly one thousand followers, relocated to Guyana in South America. Jones has been 
described as a controlling neurotic narcissist and conspiracy theorist who believed that 
the US government was out to destroy him and the religious movement he had started. An 
American congressman named Leo Ryan, with an entourage of concerned relatives, came 
to Jonestown to talk to Jones and see for themselves what was going on. Jones ordered 
that the congressman and his entourage were to be shot while going for their return flight 
to the US. Jones, now fearing the consequences of his actions ordered what he called 
“revolutionary suicide” which was a mass suicide of those living in the Jonestown village. 
Armed guards were posted to prevent anyone from escaping. An orange drink laced with 
cyanide called ‘Cool Aid’ was administered to the cult’s followers. Some refused but they 
were forced to take the cyanide drink and others were forcibly injected. Altogether 918 
people lost their lives, including 304 children.

The Branch Davidian sect was founded by the equally charismatic David Koresh at Mount 
Carmel, Axtell near Waco in Texas in 1993. The cult was an offshoot of the Davidian 
Seventh day Adventists. Koresh claimed that he was the final prophet and again like 
Jim Jones his control was autocratic and total. In 1990 Koresh became the subject of 
allegations from former Branch Davidian associates of polygamy and child sexual abuse. 
There were up to a hundred converts at the Waco site. When government agents from the 
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms arrived at Mount Carmel, the group were ordered 
to surrender but they refused. Instead a gun battle ensued which resulted in a massive 
fire at the site. This led to the deaths of 76 Branch Davidians including 25 children.                                                                                                                           
The two examples above show that conversion does not always lead to good ends and 
indeed morally the ends, as described above, are profoundly disturbing and questionable. 
Certainly what happened eventually at both Waco and Jonestown to a large extent proves 
the point. There are those who would object to the use of the term ‘conversion’ in relation 
to the two examples discussed.  But should we only use the term ‘conversion’ about 
examples that we find religiously and morally commendable? A possible reply might be to 
argue that becoming followers and adherents of the two cults was not genuine conversion, 
but those who survived would claim that initially their conversion was a real and authentic 
religious experience for them. These converts felt themselves to be members of genuine 
spiritual movements that were led by sincere ministers who spoke the word of God. 

Religious conversion and morality:
We also have to consider cases where people have claimed to have religious conversions 
and on the back of that have gone on to commit the most heinous crimes and indeed 
there are some well documented cases. To put it simply, there is a strong argument for 
asserting that valid and authentic religious conversions should lead to morally good 
and exemplary lives. There have been many reports of people, even some serving jail 
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sentences, who have led criminal lives and through religious conversion have turned their 
lives around completely. The ‘neutral observer’ may well expect that someone who has 
had a genuine religious conversion, should morally be a model human being and indeed 
it is also true that profound religious experiences and religious conversion have often 
produced such people (e.g. Mother Teresa or Dietrich Bonhoeffer and millions of others). 
Once again students might try to find examples of such people.

In those cases where religious converts have gone on to commit crimes, including murder, 
some might argue that the religious conversion was not genuine or indeed that religious 
conversion by itself does not remove human weakness, no matter how well intentioned 
the religious convert is. This then begs the question; how would one know if a religious 
convert was genuine or not? In the end only the subjective individual can know the 
genuineness or not of the conversion. We might also ask if there are any outward or 
behavioural signs that one could use to show that a religious conversion was genuine 
but unfortunately there doesn’t seem to be. There are also examples of some religious 
converts who are quite fanatical about their adopted faith, to such an extent that those 
who do not share the new faith may be shunned and criticised. Such people may also be 
quite intolerant of those who differ religiously from them, and this intolerance can cause 
major problems, especially within families. Fanaticism by itself is not always bad but in 
the case of militant Islam, within a group like Isis, it is accepted that religious conversion 
to this group means that non-members are allied to Satan and may be targeted and even 
killed.

Against the views above it could be argued that morality is rarely simple and that moral 
responses, even for those who claim valid religious conversion, could well result in morally 
outrageous acts to one person or community and morally commendable and good acts to 
another community. In other words, there is an element of cultural and religious relativity 
to morality. In the case of Isis, morality is seen as doing the will of Allah and this is often 
interpreted as killing anyone who is not a follower of Isis.

Forced conversion, the Reformation and the Crusades:
During the Reformation many people left the Roman Catholic Church and converted 
to Protestantism. In most countries it was perfectly normal to force people to convert 
to either Protestantism or Catholicism. Back then, conversion was not just a matter of 
one’s personal religious outlook or feelings, it was also a political act since many states 
in Europe identified themselves either with the newly emerging Protestantism or the old 
faith. The old Catholic states of Europe refused to accept what they saw as a heretical form 
of Christianity and thus the “wars of religion” began. The religious wars, torture, misery 
and killing were intolerable and lasted for decades and to this day these events have cast 
a deep and shameful shadow over Christian history. The echoes of these religious wars 
are still with us in Northern Ireland some five hundred years on. During these lengthy 
European wars, thousands were put to death and this was regarded as perfectly moral and 
religiously justifiable; indeed it was seen as necessary to kill “heretics” because God was 
not on their side. From our contemporary vantage point such acts are embarrassing and 
could certainly not be viewed as justifiable or moral.

Similarly, for almost four hundred years, Crusader knights led by European kings and 
princes led thousands of their followers to fight and mercilessly kill the “Islamic infidel”. 
The occupation of the Holy places in Jerusalem and the mass conversion of whole 
peoples and states to Islam was something that Catholic Europe was unwilling to accept. 
For centuries conversion was not just seen as something personal where individual 
choice is involved. As we have already said, politics back then, played a decisive part in 
religious conversion. It was the duty of the subject or citizen simply to follow the chosen 
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religion of the king and personal religious choices or options were simply not available.  
Philosophical students of religion should discuss the status and credentials of forced 
conversion as a phenomenon.

Attitudes today:
In our day, of course secular, liberal and democratic attitudes would not for a second 
justify the violence and forced conversions of the past. Indeed, there is now considerable 
embarrassment when we in the west look back at our shared Christian history. Of course 
one of the problems with religious conversion is that the person giving up their previous 
religious beliefs and then converting may well see their previous religious outlook in very 
negative terms. According to this mode of conversion the previous religious faith may 
well be seen as gravely erroneous. All of the above is based on the assertion that religious 
conversion to a new belief system cancels out all other religious points of view. In simple 
terms, other belief systems are in error. This was certainly an outlook that was widely 
held in the past and indeed it is today in religious groups like Isis whose moral outlook is 
gravely questionable to many.

In our day there is quite a widespread belief that religious conversion, and thus the 
religious experience that goes with it, differs from one world religion or religious group 
to another but ultimately all religious experiences and conversions are valid within a 
particular religious community or group. Of course, another reply from those of a more 
sceptical or atheist bent of mind is that the truth of all religious experiences is equally 
invalid because they are totally subjective. Indeed, it is difficult, if not impossible, to show 
a priori the veracity or truth of any belief system that has been adopted by the religious 
convert.

Religious Conversion- culturally bound:
In all of this we may be struck by the fact that religious conversions seem to be ‘culturally 
bound’. As an illustration we wouldn’t expect someone to be converted to Christianity in 
Iran, India or Pakistan since these are strictly Islamic or Hindu states.

• Conversions to various denominations/communities within Christianity are 
quite common in Northern Ireland and this of course is due to the dominance of 
Christianity as the predominant religious outlook/persuasion. 

• Does this mean that religious conversion is likely to be determined by national and 
religious geography and if it is what does this tell us?

• Further, if the convert lived somewhere else, e.g. India, Pakistan or Iran or indeed 
anywhere else, the likelihood of being converted to an altogether different religion 
(other than Christianity) is extremely likely?

• To take another example: We know that when the Spanish arrived in the Americas in 
the 15th century, there were no Christians in the Americas, even though Christianity 
had been in Europe and the Middle east for nearly 1500 years. This might seem 
an all too obvious, indeed trivial fact, but it is significant nonetheless, for it shows 
that religious conversion is ‘culturally bound.’ The native peoples like the Aztecs 
and the Incas were, after the Spanish conquest, forcibly ‘converted’ to Christianity 
by the Spanish Conquestores and to the present, as one might expect, in almost all 
of Latin America, these populations continue to be Catholic Christians, though in 
recent years there has been some leakage to various sects and communities within 
Pentecostal and/or evangelical Protestantism.

• Discuss the implications of the issues raised above.
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Learning Objective – critically evaluate the link between religion and moral 
behaviour

N.B. Students should note that the previous section has also a 
considerable amount of content on the link between religion and 
morality.

Through its history, the church has often led the movement towards moral behaviour 
including social justice and human rights, believing it has a moral responsibility to 
encourage such change. Martin Luther King, Jr. (January 15, 1929 – April 4, 1968) was an 
American clergyman, activist, and prominent leader in the African American civil rights 
movement. King became an iconic figure in the advancement of civil rights in the United 
States and around the world and is remembered for using non-violent methods following 
the teachings of Jesus and the example of Ghandi.

He was a leader of the Montgomery bus boycott which lasted for 385 days. During this 
protest the situation between blacks and whites became so tense that King’s house was 
bombed. King was arrested during this campaign and the deadlock was finally ended with 
a United States District Court ruling in Browder v. Gayle that ended racial segregation on 
all Montgomery buses.

Martin Luther King Jr. is frequently referred to as a human rights icon today. His name 
and legacy have often been used by others who have speculated on his likely position on 
various modern political issues.

Watch the following www.youtube.com/watch?v=zuH_VnCxspI and explain how Martin 
Luther King’s religious faith led to his moral beliefs on equality and justice.

Often Christian charities work towards social justice and the implementation of human 
rights based on their understanding of the Christian message. Tear-fund, Christian Aid, 
Charitas and Trocaire are religious organisations that work towards justice and they also 
campaign for the rights of the poor and needy in various third world countries. Outline one 
campaign that they are currently working on and why they do what they are doing.

http://www.tearfund.org/en-ni/about_us/

However, the connection between religion and moral activism and behaviour has been 
criticised. Liberation theology, which was prevalent in South America, was criticised for a 
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number of reasons. Read the following article and answer the questions below:

www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/christianity/beliefs/liberationtheology.shtml

• What is Liberation Theology?
• What objections were there to Liberation Theology?
• Who was Oscar Romero and how was he important in Liberation Theology?
• What arguments are there in favour or against Christians getting involved with 

movements like Liberation Theology?
• What were the objections of the Catholic Church to Liberation theology?
• Were the Church’s objections justified?

The extent to which religion and faith should influence people’s morality has been much 
debated. The values of state morality and religious morality can sometimes lead to a 
clash of views. Read the following articles and note the difficulties that exist when religion 
and the state come together in moral matters. 

www.secularism.org.uk/news/2012/05/monarchs-role-as-head-of-church-of-england-
unsustainable

www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-16702806

There have been a number of high profile cases where Christians have sought to defend 
their moral beliefs based on their religious faith and this has led to some high profile court 
cases and fierce debate. For some people the question is, can it be right for Christians, 
who may be in the minority, to impose their religious beliefs on others who do not hold 
the same beliefs. This is particularly obvious in a society which is progressively secular 
and where religious views are less important. Outline the background and ongoing debate 
in the following examples:

www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/ashers-gay-cake-court-case-couple-
say-they-have-done-nothing-wrong-34412588.html

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/4530209.stm

The Murphy, Ryan and Ferns reports:
A link between religion and morality which led to moral behaviour which was quite the 
opposite of what we might expect is to be found in the Catholic Church in Ireland. From 
independence in 1921, the Catholic Church had an almost all powerful position in the Irish 
Free State; and as it became the Republic of Ireland, to such an extent that successive 
governments hived off state responsibilities, to the Church. These responsibilities included 
care of unmarried mothers, orphan children and young offenders or young people who 
were forcibly taken from their families and put into orphanages. One would have expected 
that the Catholic religious orders and clergy who ran these organisations and institutions 
would have been outstanding for their care of the young. At the outset it has to be said 
that there were nuns, priests and brothers who gave their lives unselfishly and with care 
and concern for their charges. At the same time the Murphy, Ryan (both 2009) and Ferns 
(2005) reports paint a far bleaker picture; the reports show that there was massive abuse 
(both sexual and physical) by the church in Ireland and to make matters worse, a massive 
cover up at the highest levels in the church, both in Ireland and it is alleged in Rome. 

The Murphy report requested by the Irish government showed that massive abuse had 
gone on in the church run industrial schools in the archdiocese of Dublin. “In the period 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/christianity/beliefs/liberationtheology.shtml
http://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2012/05/monarchs-role-as-head-of-church-of-england-unsustainable
http://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2012/05/monarchs-role-as-head-of-church-of-england-unsustainable
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-16702806
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/ashers-gay-cake-court-case-couple-say-they-have-done-nothing-wrong-34412588.html
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/ashers-gay-cake-court-case-couple-say-they-have-done-nothing-wrong-34412588.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/4530209.stm


pg 54

RELIGIOUS STUDIES

pg 54

from the 1940s to 2004 over 2,800 priests and religious served in the Archdiocese of 
Dublin. Though the Commission heard about alleged abuse by 67 priests from the 1940s, 
it limited its timeframe from 1975 to 2004. Out of 172 named priests, the Commission 
decided that 102 priests were “within [its] remit”. This was further limited to a “sample” 
of 320 complainants making allegations about 46 priests. Among these 46, eleven either 
confessed to, or had been convicted of abuse, there was one clear case of false accusation, 
and two priests had not been accused of abuse, but suspicions had been raised. At the 
end of the report a ‘sample batch’ of 46 priests were accused of abuse of children in their 
charge. What emerged in the report was a horrendous litany of abuse and the nation was 
shaken to its foundations to such an extent that the reverberations of these reports are 
still felt in the country. The Murphy report points to the church’s obsession with secrecy, 
the avoidance of scandal, the protection of the reputation of the church and importantly 
the protection of the assets of the Church. The report also charged that children and 
justice for victims were always subordinate to the priority of protecting the church. The 
report also says that not even the Church’s own Canon law was implemented and was 
consistently used to protect offending clergy. The Murphy report states at section 1.32: 

“Another consequence of the obsessive concern with secrecy and the avoidance of scandal 
was the failure of successive Archbishops and bishops to report complaints to the Gardaí 
(police) prior to 1996. The Archbishops, bishops and other officials cannot claim that they 
did not know that child sexual abuse was a crime. As citizens of the State, they have the 
same obligations as all other citizens to uphold the law and report serious crimes to the 
authorities.”

What has been provided here is only a short summary of some aspects of child abuse that 
fell under the authority of the church. Students could examine further aspects of these 
reports. It is also important to look at these events against the historical context of the 
time in which they occurred. For example students might consider the case of Philomena 
Lee, about which a book (by Martin Sixsmith, 2009) was written and subsequently a film 
(2013), starring Judy Dench and called ‘Philomena’. Both the book and the film describe 
Philomena Lee’s experience as an unwed mother in Sean Ross abbey in Roscrea in early 
1950s rural Ireland and the ill-treatment, abuse and eventually the forced removal of her 
child at the age of three, whom she never saw again. It is important to realise that society 
and the church held to a set of moral values that almost 70 years later few would consent 
too. Both society and the church held to the view that pregnancy and birth outside 
marriage was a dreadful sin and that women in such a situation deserved punishment and 
further, that such women were not fit to be mothers, because of their sinful and immoral 
tendencies. It was also held that even the children of such illicit unions outside marriage 
were different from other children. They were the products of lust and carnality and for a 
considerable time in the church, illegitimate children could not even enter the Catholic 
priesthood. The same was also true in the Anglican Church.

Discussion Issues:
1. In the case of Philomena Lee and the treatment she received, should the church 

(and in particular the nuns who ran Sean Ross Abbey) have known better or were the 
religious and indeed the laity of those times totally restricted by the narrow, punitive 
theology and morality of their time? If we had grown up and lived in the Ireland of that 
time, would our moral attitudes have been any different? Perhaps we are all subject to 
the prevailing moral values of the times in which we find ourselves?

2. The various reports observed that child sex abuse in parishes was concealed by sending 
the offending priests to other parishes, who were then free to reoffend. Some have 
argued that because the Church tried to hide what was going on, this is an indication 
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that church officials were well aware that their treatment of vulnerable young people 
was wrong and they knew it! Do you think this is true? Are there any mitigating issues 
here?

3. As well as the attitudes demonstrated above, many religious like the Archbishop of 
San Salvador, Oscar Romero in central America was shot for defending the persecuted 
poor in his charge. Also contemporaneously in Ireland we have the outstanding work 
of the Jesuit, Fr Peter Mc Verry who for the last 40 years has been working among the 
homeless in Dublin and whose organisation now provides food and shelter for some 
3000 people in the city. These figures including Mother Teresa of Calcutta illustrate 
a connection between religion and morality that could be regarded as exceptional! 
Students could look at the work of these figures who contrast with the picture that 
emerges in Ireland from the three reports.

Why are there such differing attitudes to morality which derive from religion? One 
approach to morality is judgemental, punitive, unforgiving and sometimes cruel and 
the other approach is one is of unflinching charity, concern, love and care for the young, 
vulnerable, homeless and poor? How can these differences in moral attitude and action be 
explained?
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Glossary
Anselm – Archbishop of Canterbury, associated with the ontological argument
Aquinas – monk, wrote of Five Ways/Proofs for the existence of God
Atheist – someone who does not believe in God
Augustine – 4th century theologian
Causality – relationship between cause and effect
Coincidence – concurrence of otherwise unrelated events
Conversion – in religion it involves changing one’s religious view or faith
Cosmological – argument based on the creation of the world
Descartes – French philosopher and mathematician
Evil – wicked or immoral
Faith – trust or confidence
Free will – acting at one’s own discretion 
Infinite regress – event or reasoning with no end
Irenaeus – Bishop of Lyon, associated with understanding the problem of evil
Miracle – a supernatural event
Mystical – a spiritual mystery
Ontological – argument based on logical for the existence of God
Philosophy – study of knowledge
Pluralism – where two or more states or ideas exist
Reason – power of the mind to think
Religious experience – an experience interpreted within a religious framework
Secular – not connected to religion
Suffering – pain, distress, hardship
Theodicy – divine control in view of evil’s existence


	print 13: 
	Page 1: 

	Home 14: 
	Page 1: 

	back 14: 
	Page 1: 

	forward 15: 
	Page 1: 

	print 12: 
	Page 2: 
	Page 3: 
	Page 4: 
	Page 5: 
	Page 6: 
	Page 7: 
	Page 8: 
	Page 9: 
	Page 10: 
	Page 11: 
	Page 12: 
	Page 13: 
	Page 14: 
	Page 15: 
	Page 16: 
	Page 17: 
	Page 18: 
	Page 19: 
	Page 20: 
	Page 21: 
	Page 22: 
	Page 23: 
	Page 24: 
	Page 25: 
	Page 26: 
	Page 27: 
	Page 28: 
	Page 29: 
	Page 30: 
	Page 31: 
	Page 32: 
	Page 33: 
	Page 34: 
	Page 35: 
	Page 36: 
	Page 37: 
	Page 38: 
	Page 39: 
	Page 40: 
	Page 41: 
	Page 42: 
	Page 43: 
	Page 44: 
	Page 45: 
	Page 46: 
	Page 47: 
	Page 48: 
	Page 49: 
	Page 50: 
	Page 51: 
	Page 52: 
	Page 53: 
	Page 54: 
	Page 55: 
	Page 56: 

	Home 13: 
	Page 2: 
	Page 3: 
	Page 4: 
	Page 5: 
	Page 6: 
	Page 7: 
	Page 8: 
	Page 9: 
	Page 10: 
	Page 11: 
	Page 12: 
	Page 13: 
	Page 14: 
	Page 15: 
	Page 16: 
	Page 17: 
	Page 18: 
	Page 19: 
	Page 20: 
	Page 21: 
	Page 22: 
	Page 23: 
	Page 24: 
	Page 25: 
	Page 26: 
	Page 27: 
	Page 28: 
	Page 29: 
	Page 30: 
	Page 31: 
	Page 32: 
	Page 33: 
	Page 34: 
	Page 35: 
	Page 36: 
	Page 37: 
	Page 38: 
	Page 39: 
	Page 40: 
	Page 41: 
	Page 42: 
	Page 43: 
	Page 44: 
	Page 45: 
	Page 46: 
	Page 47: 
	Page 48: 
	Page 49: 
	Page 50: 
	Page 51: 
	Page 52: 
	Page 53: 
	Page 54: 
	Page 55: 
	Page 56: 

	back 13: 
	Page 2: 
	Page 3: 
	Page 4: 
	Page 5: 
	Page 6: 
	Page 7: 
	Page 8: 
	Page 9: 
	Page 10: 
	Page 11: 
	Page 12: 
	Page 13: 
	Page 14: 
	Page 15: 
	Page 16: 
	Page 17: 
	Page 18: 
	Page 19: 
	Page 20: 
	Page 21: 
	Page 22: 
	Page 23: 
	Page 24: 
	Page 25: 
	Page 26: 
	Page 27: 
	Page 28: 
	Page 29: 
	Page 30: 
	Page 31: 
	Page 32: 
	Page 33: 
	Page 34: 
	Page 35: 
	Page 36: 
	Page 37: 
	Page 38: 
	Page 39: 
	Page 40: 
	Page 41: 
	Page 42: 
	Page 43: 
	Page 44: 
	Page 45: 
	Page 46: 
	Page 47: 
	Page 48: 
	Page 49: 
	Page 50: 
	Page 51: 
	Page 52: 
	Page 53: 
	Page 54: 
	Page 55: 
	Page 56: 

	forward 14: 
	Page 2: 
	Page 3: 
	Page 4: 
	Page 5: 
	Page 6: 
	Page 7: 
	Page 8: 
	Page 9: 
	Page 10: 
	Page 11: 
	Page 12: 
	Page 13: 
	Page 14: 
	Page 15: 
	Page 16: 
	Page 17: 
	Page 18: 
	Page 19: 
	Page 20: 
	Page 21: 
	Page 22: 
	Page 23: 
	Page 24: 
	Page 25: 
	Page 26: 
	Page 27: 
	Page 28: 
	Page 29: 
	Page 30: 
	Page 31: 
	Page 32: 
	Page 33: 
	Page 34: 
	Page 35: 
	Page 36: 
	Page 37: 
	Page 38: 
	Page 39: 
	Page 40: 
	Page 41: 
	Page 42: 
	Page 43: 
	Page 44: 
	Page 45: 
	Page 46: 
	Page 47: 
	Page 48: 
	Page 49: 
	Page 50: 
	Page 51: 
	Page 52: 
	Page 53: 
	Page 54: 
	Page 55: 
	Page 56: 



