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1b: 
How does religion make sense


of the world?

Unit Overview 11-14

Background information / abstract

This unit seeks to give students (and teachers who are not religious education specialists) an understanding of how religion works, and how religion makes sense of the world.  Students will examine differing points of view, and be helped to form reasoned personal opinions on the nature of religion, faith and belief. Religion is commonly seen as connected to the human search for meaning and purpose in the universe. As such, it has relevance for us all. This topic will enable students to be introduced to a number of historically important issues in the science and religion debate. 
These include:
1. perceptions and our interpretations of them; 

2. order and complexity in the natural world, and how it has arisen; 

3. interpretation of optical illusions in different ways; 

4. the relationship between religion and science.

Teacher support materials

Background information

What is a religion?

A religion is a set of beliefs and practices usually involving recognition of a higher controlling power (or powers).  Within these beliefs is acceptance of an underlying order and purpose to the universe; a rationality which may, at least to some extent, be comprehended by the human mind.

Religions typically provide absolute values, and define good and evil.  They help people to deal with fear of the unknown, and with their need to love and be loved.

They provide a response to ideas of, and longings for, peace, perfection and unity. They create links with a distant past and a far future, beyond our own lives.

How did religions first arise?

Religions are developed over time and are socially embedded. They unite people through language, music, ritual and celebration.

For Lactantius 250 – 325 AD (an early Christian author from North Africa) the idea of religion arises naturally among rational beings who appreciate natural beauty and feel a need to speculate about why things appear to be ordered. This leads them towards an idea of a transcendent reality.

Karl Jung the 19th century psychologist claimed that belief in God stems from structural components of the psyche, or mind. This could be construed by some as an ‘argument from design’ - God embedding blueprints within the mind. Jung himself concluded that only as a psychic reality can we say with certainty that God and religion exist. We have the ability to create ideas of non-physical realities, but this alone does not determine their existence. (This is a refutation of the Ontological Argument – see Appendix.)
John Haldane, in ‘An Intelligent Person’s Guide to Religion’ explores the idea of natural beauty and aesthetic order as intentional aspects of the world which transcend the physical arrangements and complexities of objects – in some ways mirroring the views of Lactantius.

Certainly, any person anywhere may be uplifted by the sight of what we might call a beautiful or awe-inspiring natural object or phenomenon. It touches us, and causes us to wonder. We think it may reveal truths about the world. Human art, design and music seek to recreate and interpret the order and pattern of nature, and when they succeed we call them beautiful, even sometimes spiritual, because they communicate meaningful ideas and evoke emotional responses.

Perhaps this is one indication of how religions may first have arisen.

What is the philosophy of religion?

It is the examination of theological questions and statements, largely without referring to faith or revelation, but through reason, intellect and logic.  Through the ages the justification for beliefs through rational argument has been a strong aspect of Christian theology (see Appendix).

Religion and science

Both religion and science are about truth and the nature of the world.  Both are and have been greatly influential in affecting our attitudes towards nature and our motivation for action.

Themes in environmental ethics today demand that both religion and science re-examine their accountability for the welfare and well-being of the natural world, and work respectfully together to release their tight distinction between human and non-human nature.

Aims of the topic

At the end of the topic, we hope that most students will...

· understand that study of the complexity of the natural world can lead to different interpretations of meaning and purpose;

· consider ways in which given texts express religious feelings and beliefs and draw on any related personal feelings; 

· interpret optical illusions in different ways; 

· identify some differences and similarities between religion and science.

Some will not have progressed so far and will....

· study the complexity of a natural object and offer an opinion about it; 

· communicate a personal idea about God; read given texts and consider the authors’ meaning; 

· draw on feelings of their own;

· interpret optical illusions in two ways;

· identify some differences and similarities between religion and science. 

Others will have progressed further, and will...

· understand that the study of beauty and pattern in the natural world can lead to different interpretations of meaning and purpose; 

· evaluate ideas of meaning and purpose behind given texts and draw upon personal experiences and feelings; 

· interpret optical illusions in different ways;

· consider further analogies in the religion and science debate.

Key Questions

· Could the complexity of natural objects be random?

· Could life exist if the fundamental principles had been even slightly different?

· What do people mean when they use the word ‘God’?

· What does it mean to have religious feelings and/or beliefs?

· Do science and religion have anything in common?

Learning Objectives

· to realise that natural objects possess order and complexity, and to reflect on the different ideas which could come from this; 

· to reflect on their own, and others’ ideas about God; 

· to identify key religious feelings and beliefs; 

· to make connections between religion and science.

Learning outcomes

· to identify complexity in natural objects and understand differences in interpretation;

· to communicate their own personal idea of God;

· to identify key religious feelings and beliefs, based on given texts and personal experience;

· to demonstrate an understanding of some similarities and differences between religion and science.

Curriculum Links
 

RE Year 9 QCA Unit 9B Where did the universe come from?

RE Year 7 QCA Unit 7A Where do we look for God?

RE Year 5/6 QCA Unit 5C Where did the Christian Bible come from? 

Maths: Fibonacci numbers

Resources & teaching materials

Books 

· SOUTHGATE C, ed. ‘God, Humanity and the Cosmos’ (T & T Clark 1999).

· New Fontana Dictionary of Modern Thought: see entry by John Barrow for information on the anthropic principle.

· DAVIES, Brian; An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion, OUP, 1993. (especially Chapter 4: The Ontological Argument.)

· HICK, John ed. ‘The Existence of God’. Macmillan 1964.  (Contains readings from Anselm, Aquinas, Descartes, Leibnitz, Kant and Malcolm.)

· HALDANE John; ‘An Intelligent Person’s Guide to Religion’ (Duckworth 2003). For Haldane, natural beauty and aesthetic order reveal truths about the world.

· BARBOUR Ian; ‘When science meets religion’ (SPCK 2000). Barbour, nuclear physicist and theologian, presents solutions to the sometimes difficult relationship between religion and science, along the lines of partnership and integration.

Web-sites that may be useful

· http://condor.stcloudstate.edu/~lesikar/einstein/Einstein2b.html  (Einstein gives his views on science and religion.)                            

· http://www.uscatholic.org/2002/12/featb0212.htm (Guy Consolmagno, priest and astrophysicist: ‘You don’t have to be an atheist to be a scientist: did you know there is a Vatican telescope in Arizona?’)

· www.snowcrystals.net   (images of the beautiful symmetry of snowflakes).

· www.bio.2edu/index.htm  (for information on the Biosphere 2 experiment.)

· http://www.ummah.org.uk/history/scholars/GHAZALI.html  (al-Ghazali identified the spheres of religion and reason as being the infinite and finite respectively.)

· http://plusmaths.org/issue3/Fibonacci/  (for information on pattern in nature, and Fibonacci numbers.)

· http://www.adam-hart-davis.pwp.blueyonder.co.uk/  information site where students could discover more of Adam Hart-Davis’ thoughts about science.
Appendix: Arguments for the existence of God.

Many arguments have been conceived and presented for the existence of God, especially by Christian philosophers and theologians.  These should be considered not so much as conclusive proofs, but rather as persuasive arguments that religious belief can be a rational and credible stance to adopt.

Other arguments also support the existence of God.  These include arguments from religious experience or revelation – where one’s whole world view may be suddenly altered in a powerful and uplifting way.  Some arguments, such as those of the Danish philosopher Kierkegaard, maintain that faith itself provides sufficient reason for belief.

The cosmological argument (first cause argument).

‘Nothing will come of nothing.’   (William Shakespeare, King Lear)

‘There must be something which is to all beings the cause of their being, goodness and every other perfection, and this we call God.’

(Thomas Aquinas, influential 13th century theologian, in his ‘Summa Theologica’.)

 ‘Cosmos’ comes from the Greek word for universe or cosmos, and ‘logos’ is the Greek word for reason, word, principle or knowledge.  The ancient Greek philosophers were very interested in the origins of the universe.  So were Muslim philosophers in the Middle Ages, who considered the conceptual difficulties of a universe that has existed forever. (see al-Ghazali website.)

The cosmological argument suggests that the universe must have had a beginning, or first cause.  In religious language this could be identified with God.

The teleological argument (design argument).

‘What could be more clear or obvious when we look up to the sky and contemplate the heavens, than that there is some divinity of superior intelligence?’

(Cicero 106 – 43BCE; On the Nature of the Gods)

‘Telos’ translates from the Greek as ‘aim’ or ‘purpose’, thereby suggesting that the universe is in some way purposeful.

‘If you find a superb clock in the middle of the desert, you can be sure that some very able craftsman made it.'

(William Paley, Natural Theology 1803)

Paley’s argument is that the universe is orderly, and that order is the result of design, and that design presupposes intelligence.

It is difficult to deny that there is order in the universe. The teleological argument sets out to affirm that that order has in some sense been ‘designed’ by an Intelligence or rational agent.

The philosopher Richard Swinburne has brought Paley’s argument up to date by arguing that there are two kinds of order, spatial order and temporal order.  Spatial order is observed as one instant in time – like taking a still photograph and looking at it.  There may not be clues to how the structures in the photograph will develop and inter-relate over time.  The underlying order and purpose may be hidden from the observing eye.

Temporal order, however, is concerned with a period of time, over which patterns of behaviour, laws of nature, cause and effect, begin to become obvious.

Swinburne proposes that the best explanation for the order inherent in the universe is a rational agent.  As the universe is so complex, this points to a complex rational agent.  Furthermore, in order to create something, a creator cannot be part of the creation, and so would have to ‘be’ outside the universe.  Swinburne here argues for ‘a very powerful free non-embodied rational agent.’

There are numerous scientists, perceiving intricate pattern in the universe, and mathematicians, awed by the beauty and complexity of abstract mathematics, who give their support to the teleological argument.

The anthropic principle.

This is a version of the design argument.  It states that if the structure of the universe, the constants and laws of nature were different by the tiniest degree, life could not have arisen.  The conditions necessary for the evolution and existence of life are very special indeed. 

This is consistent with the idea that the necessary conditions for life have been created through purposeful Intelligence.  It is often described as apparent ‘fine tuning’ of the universe. More popularly it is known as the ‘Goldilocks effect’, because everything is ‘just right’.

The ontological argument

Ontology is a branch of metaphysics which is concerned with existence itself. The argument centres on the idea of God’s necessary existence.

The cosmological and teleological arguments above are called a posteriori in that they appeal to the external world, or some form of empirical evidence, to argue their case.  The ontological argument, however, is an a priori argument; it states that we have pre-existing knowledge, or at least an intuitive understanding, of God in our minds and that this in itself should be taken to imply that God exists. The philosopher Kant describes a priori knowledge as ‘a form of cognition independent of experience’.

The first ontological argument was produced by St. Anselm, an Archbishop of Canterbury in the 11th century. His definition of God was ‘that than which nothing greater can be conceived’.  

Since then, the ontological argument has been discussed, refined, disputed, and modified.  Two hundred years after St Anselm, Thomas Aquinas declared the argument to be invalid (he himself became involved in composing versions of the cosmological argument – see above).

The German philosopher Schopenhauer in the 19th century referred to it as ‘a charming joke’. However, many important philosophers, such as Hume, Descartes, Kant and Leibnitz, have entered the debate, which continues in one form or another today.

The moral argument

This argument states that we all have a pre-existing, or in-built knowledge of what is right and wrong (even though we do not always obey it), which Kant calls ‘the moral imperative’. 

When we break the moral code, we may feel guilt and shame. We may seek forgiveness. Some think that this only makes sense if there is a moral law giver, who may ultimately hold us to account for our actions.

The argument from religious experience or revelation.

Paul’s conversion to the Christian faith is described (Acts 9: 3 – 9) as a religious experience.

We may feel a sense of wonder when watching a bee inside a flower in summer, a stormy coastline or any number of small, but spiritually uplifting occurrences.  We may feel at one with nature, or with God.

Revelation is the claim that God is there and He is not silent.  God has in one way or another shown Himself to us.  Some point to God in Nature available to all.  Others emphasise the revelation of God in Scripture, in particular events and people.

The argument from faith.

‘I do not seek to understand that I may believe, but I believe in order to understand.’ (St Anselm, Proslogion.)

The thing is to understand myself, to see what God really wishes me to do; the thing is to find a truth which is true for me, to find the idea for which I can live or die.’

(S Kierkegaard, Journals)

Here, the argument is that human reason has its limitations and may be subject to error. Through the power of faith, we have access to knowledge of God, regardless of our rational capabilities and understanding.  Faith may, in a religious sense, be compared to trust.  

Trust can, however, be well-founded or misplaced.  Religious faith, in order to be credible, must have some connection with facts.  For instance, in the Christian faith, certain faith beliefs about Jesus are based on the facts that Jesus did indeed live, at a point in history, and that he taught a moral code and a new way of perceiving God.  From here on, however, whether one believes, for example, that he rose from the dead, becomes a personal response and choice. 

Those with ‘faith’ are often possessed of a great certainty, which may seem strange or unreasonable to those without it. Absolute certainty is alien to many of those living in relativist cultures.

Religious faith includes a commitment to actions based on that faith.  Some people achieve great things when inspired by faith - Mahatma Ghandi and Mother Theresa in India, for example, and Martin Luther King in U.S.A. However, people may also lose their faith as a result of events in the world, as was the case with some of the Jewish survivors of the Nazi concentration camps.
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