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3a: [11-14] Early Influences

Lesson 1: Student Extension Sheet 1 

History, science and religion

Time can be thought of as cyclical or linear, as we have seen.

These concepts are mirrored in our ideas of history, its events, sequences, patterns and meaning. 

· One view of history is that it is subject to natural recurrence. This means that natural patterns recur in cycles of growth and decay and in time indices such as the sun, moon and seasons. Humans are prey to the moods of nature or of the gods, or of both.

Everything that happens, happens due to forces stronger than ourselves, forces which may improve our lot or destroy us and our land. Humans feel helpless and vulnerable. There is no sense of human progress – we all begin and end at ground zero.

· Another view is that historical events are the result of acts of human freedom. Humans are free to make choices and this affects what happens historically.

 Captain James Cook chose to make his worldwide voyages, which dramatically changed life in the Australasian continent for evermore. Had he chosen to stay on a coal barge in Whitby, life in Australasia would have turned out quite differently.

It could be argued that every decision we make affects the course of history in some way.

From this view, the idea of a linear and developmental pattern of events developed. Here it is assumed that historical change is progressive and marked by increasing control over nature, increased wealth, health and prosperity for both individuals and nations, and increasingly fair ethical standards. Rational social progress is understood to be the normal course of events. The future need not be like the past.

· The concept of history being meaningful is also a powerful one. This view of history can be traced back to Hebrew ideas of a God who, with the act of creation, started time and history, and whose existence provides a general frame of meaning for historical events. In other words, history tells a unified and coherent story.

· Christians agree that historical events tell the story of acts of free will. Although humans are part of the physical and biological world they have a developed reason and will at their disposal, which the natural world does not. There is concern, however, that progress should not be seen simply as the result of actions chosen on the basis of human self-interest – choices, says the Christian, should be made on what is best for all of us humans and the world in which we live, and refer back, among other things, to the historical figure of Jesus. 

Now answer these questions.

1.  What does the cyclical view of history suggest about human free will?

2.  What does the linear view of history suggest about human free will?

3.  How do you think the Hebrew idea of God helped to develop a linear view of history?

4.  What concerns does the Christian viewpoint portray with regard to human progress and treatment of the natural world?

5.  What do modern western linear views of history have in common with the basic beliefs of science?

6.  Can you think of some cultural attitudes held in common by history, science and religion in the western world?
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