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1b: 
How does religion make sense


of the world?

Lesson 2: Seeing and believing

Aim of the lesson

· To identify key religious feelings and perceptions (love, unity, humility, wonder, faith, moral conviction.)

· To understand that perception goes beyond sensation, and that different kinds of perception can be equally valid

· To develop the skills of proposing alternative explanations, and of reflection.

· To make connections between religion and science.
Assessment

An informal assessment of whether the above aims have been realised may be achieved through the monitoring of student responses in discussion.

Notes to teacher

Duration
1 hour

Timings
Introduction 10 minutes



Main activity 40 minutes


Plenary 10 minutes
[inc. CD-ROM]
11-14

Previous knowledge and understanding required by students
It would be helpful if students have completed Lesson 1 first

Background reading and resources

· For the teacher: for information on optical illusions, chapter 1 of ‘Eye and Brain’ by R.L. Gregory is recommended.

· Students may like to find further optical illusions in the work of the artist Salvador Dali on: www.dali-gallery.com/ 

It would be useful to have on display a print of Michelangelo’s ‘The Creation of Adam’, in which God’s hand and Adam’s hand touch.  This would provide a visual stimulus and link with Text 2.

Introduction / Starter activity

Give out Student Work Sheet 1.

· Ask students what they see in Fig. 1.  Two small curved lines within a large curved line?  The top of an alien’s head?  A rear view of someone washing the floor?  

· Look at Fig. 2. A dark symmetrical pattern on a white background? An object which alternates in figure and ground?  Two faces?  A vase?

· Fig. 3. The Necker cube shows a figure alternating in depth.  Does the face marked with the ‘0’ jump from front to back of the cube?

· Fig.4. An array of equally spaced dots? Or constantly changing patterns of rows and squares?

You may find similar examples to show students e.g. in many cartoons a few simple lines are all that is required to create a meaningful image. The ‘magic eye’ images popular in the 1990s can be seen at two levels, in two and three dimensions.

· Discuss what, in all these cases, is happening between our eye and brain. The brain is searching for the best interpretation of the data.
· How can we be certain that our interpretation is correct?  If I see a vase, and you see two faces, are we both correct?  Or are we just not seeing what is really there? Or is it that there are two valid alternative interpretations of the same picture?

Main Activities

Activity 1.

Give out Student Worksheet 2, containing four texts. Read each text in turn and offer the following questions for discussion:

Text 1

· Are there different kinds of love?

· What does Paul mean by love?

· Do students agree with Paul’s definitions of love?

· Is there anything they would add, or dispute?

· Leading up to this passage, Paul describes love as a ‘way’ and a ‘gift’.

     How else could love be described?

          A state of consciousness, or awareness?

     A way of perceiving the world, and our relationship with it (and its Creator)?

     A powerful force, binding everything and everyone together?

· If it were to be described as a force, how would this force differ from a scientific force, such as gravity? (possible answers: it is a spiritual force; it is not open to verification or falsification).

Text 2

· How does this person feel when he considers his relationship with the universe? What tells you that this is so? (The words contrast the greatness of the universe and the insignificance of humankind: repetition of the word ‘your’ invokes the idea of ownership, and ‘mindful’ signifies belief in a God who cares for all things he has created, great and small.  Use of the word ‘fingers’ is an artistic representation of the ‘ hand’ of God in the act of creation.)

Text 3

· How are the feelings of Ian here similar to the feelings expressed in Text 2?  What is different?

(Again, there is the contrast between the smallness of humankind and the glorious greatness of nature. In this text, scientific explanation is for the moment put aside in submission to the wonder and unity of being-in-itself.)

Text 4

· Are there any other tests which the second diver might set up?  

· What might the first diver say, in response, if he wishes to continue in his belief that the patterns of things in the cave are not that way by chance?

· Why does the fact that the gardener cannot be seen, or caught in traps, fail to convince the first diver that there is no such gardener?  The first diver believes that the harmonious patterns of the seaweeds and shells, the patterns etched into the cave roof, and the protection the fish seem to have, cannot be there by chance.  He is making a personal response, almost an expression of faith. His is a ‘metaphysical’ explanation.

· Why does the second diver continue to believe there is no underwater gardener?

His belief is based on evidence: there is no material evidence for the existence of a gardener.

· If you were a third diver, would you agree with the first, or the second, diver?

Ask students to explain their answers.  This could be developed into a short debate.

· Do you think that humans could ever prove that God exists or does not exist by using methods based on the collection of material evidence?  Or wouldn’t that work?  Why not?  (Possible answers: God is perceived as a non-material being; science and religion use different types of explanation – refer back to the ‘two books’ analogy in Lesson 1 of this topic.)

Note: this parable is loosely based on an idea first expressed by John Wisdom in 1944.

Activity 2
· With a partner think of and record one thing which you feel, deep inside you, that it would be very wrong for a human being to do (‘kill another person’ may be a typical answer).

· Find out what others in your group have written.

· Do you have the same sorts of answers?

· Where does your deep-inside feeling come from?  (parents, school, society, TV, the Bible, may be offered as typical answers.)
· Where do you think this feeling of ‘wrongness’ came from in the first place? (Did it develop for the general benefit of the tribe/society?  Or do we know intuitively, or innately, that some behaviours are wrong, and know what should, or should not be done? This is what Kant called ‘the moral imperative’.)
· Do you think scientific answers to important questions are more helpful than religious ones? (For example if a religion says that our sense of ‘wrongness’ comes from God, rather than common sense – is it any less meaningful?)

Extension for the more able

Most people would agree that killing another human being is wrong.  Are there any circumstances under which you would consider it acceptable to kill another person?  

· In war?

· In cases of extreme suffering?

· As a punishment for wrong doing? 

· As a deterrent to others? 

· Never? 

Each person may have different ethical positions here. Why do we have a united sense of certain actions being ‘wrong’?

Plenary

Some people might call the experience shared by Ian and the author of Psalm 8 a ‘spiritual’ feeling; that of being at one with nature/life/God.

Have you ever had such an experience? Stimulate discussion through questions like this: have you ever looked deeply inside a flower, seeing not simply the functional grouping of stamens, pollen, petals etc, but marvelling at the beauty of the whole?

Differentiation / Extension

Using information from this lesson, can you describe one way in which a spiritual or religious explanation of what we perceive differs from a scientific or analytic one? 

(The first type of explanation contains non-measurable qualities such as faith and wonder: scientific and analytic explanations may be verified or falsified according to the prevalent accepted knowledge and theory base.)
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