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Lesson 1: Student Worksheet 1

Religious fundamentalism in the 20th century 

Many people are fearful of change. Some of us do not like going to places for the first time on our own. Some of us find it hard to meet new people. Some people find new ideas scary. Throughout history, as ideas have changed, there have been negative reactions to these changes. In the 16th and 17th centuries, people had to adapt to the idea that the earth was neither stationary nor at the centre of the universe. Not everyone believed this but the evidence for it was getting stronger all the time. For some it undermined the beliefs they had held for some time and which were part of their worldview.

In the 19th century Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection caused a tremendous storm. Could it be true that humans were not descended from one common ancestor after all? What about the Adam and Eve story in the Bible? Not everyone was fearful of these new ideas but a great many were. In the 21st century we will no doubt have to adapt our thinking to all kinds of other new ideas. Is there life on other planets? Perhaps there will be a cure for the most serious diseases? Is war, poverty or an environmental catastrophe going to threaten world peace and stability? 

Things to think about

1. 
How can ideas threaten us? Give some examples. 

2. 
What do you think we will discover about our world and the universe in the next 200 years? 

3. 
Why are religious beliefs and ideas so important to some people? 

4. 
Can religious views of the world take on board well-founded new ideas without jettisoning the core beliefs that define them?

5. 
What are the non-negotiable beliefs of say, Christianity, without which it would cease to be itself?

6. 
Does fear of change lie behind religious fundamentalism? Can you think of anything else which might lie behind it? How would a fundamentalist answer such a question themselves?
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