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	Ealing Agreed Syllabus: guidance for teachers

	
	Unit title: Philosophy of religion: the nature of belief


	Learning objectives
	Suggested activities
	Suggested resources

	The nature of belief

	AT1

Pupils know the difference between a belief, an opinion and a statement of fact.

AT2

Pupils begin to see how their beliefs influence their actions.
	Starter: Get class to jot down three statements: a personal belief, a personal opinion and a matter of fact. Ask for examples and see if they fit the following definitions:

· A belief is a statement that you think is true but you can’t prove, e.g. “I believe that God exists.”

· An opinion is your own personal view on a subject, e.g. I think the best food in the world is curry.

· A fact is something you can prove to be true, e.g. I am 14 years old.

Development:

1) Point out that both religious and non-religious people have beliefs that can’t be proved, e.g. whether or not God exists (i.e. most religious people believe there is a god, whereas most non-religious people believe that no god exists).

2) Throw out a statement like “All life is sacred/important.” Get class to give examples of what a religious person might do (or avoid doing) based on that belief. Then get them to give examples of what a non-religious person might do based on the belief that all life is important. How similar/different would their actions be?

3) How do our beliefs affect our actions? For example, what might motivate a person to stand up for human rights, become a vegetarian, speak out against oppression, look after the poor or do charity work? Could both religious and non-religious people be motivated to do these things? If so, does it make a difference what we believe? How/why?

4) On the white board, list one important belief for each of the major religions and for Humanism (e.g. this is the only life we have, therefore it is important to make the best of it). How might these beliefs affect the actions of the believer?

Conclusion: Pupils to give one example of how their personal beliefs influence their own actions.

 
	

	The nature of faith

	AT1

Pupils understand that faith requires both belief and trust.

AT2

Pupils begin to understand what motivates them to have faith in something or someone.
	Starter: Get class to finish the sentence “I have faith that…” Which responses are religious and which are not? Referring back to the previous lesson, define the key words: faith, belief, practice

Development:

1) Briefly discuss the role trust has to play in faith.

2) Pupils jot down a list of the people they trust and believe in, against each name noting why they believe and trust in that person.

3)  As a class create a plan about what faith is, and why it is important.

4) Pupils to write an essay using the plan.

5) Develop a marking scheme based on answers to the following questions. Peer marking of essays

What is faith?

Why is it important?

Where do we experience it?

When do we express it?

Who is the focus of faith?

e.g. relationship with God

e.g. for comfort

e.g. in my head

e.g. during festivals

e.g. you, God, family, community

Conclusion: Feedback on the essays.


	 

	Religious experience, 1

	AT1 

Pupils understand that individuals experience religion in a variety of ways.

AT2 

Pupils compare and contrast their own life experience to that recorded in religious traditions. 


	Starter:  Ask class to word associate (or mind map) with the word ‘food’, eliciting a wide variety of experiences of food, including hunger, satiation, taste, sharing food, fasting etc. Now repeat the exercise using ‘religious experience’. 

Development: 

1) Show a powerpoint presentation of images which reflect the wide variety of religious experience, e.g. the Mass, meditation, acts of service like the Sikh langar, communal and individual prayer, baptism, celebration of a religious festival, etc.

2) Compare and contrast these various experiences. What are the benefits of belonging to a religious community such as a local church, gurdwara, or mosque?

3) Discuss environmental factors: i.e. what qualities of buildings/places contribute to the creation of an atmosphere that is ‘other’ than the every-day.

4) Look at a video of Muslim wudu and prayer on Espresso, the Places of Worship website or on the CLEO website. Discuss how these experiences (i.e. the wudu ritual and the prostrations during prayer) might contribute to or affect a Muslim’s religious experience. If you have Muslims in your class, ask them to give their experience, which might differ from individual to individual.

5) Look at the ‘Community’ video in the Buddhist section of Espresso. How might the experience of the nuns and monks differ from that of lay Buddhists? Point out that even though their experience of religion is probably quite different, they all belong to the same community, the Sangha of believers.

Conclusion: Go back to the brainstorm on ‘religious experience’. Are there any additions they would make to the map they made at the beginning of the class? 


	Places of worship website: http://pow.reonline.org.uk/videos.htm 
Espresso (‘Worship in the mosque, parts 1&2’): http://content.lgfl.org.uk/secure/faiths/t2_faiths/islam/video_worship_1.html 
and 

http://content.lgfl.org.uk/secure/faiths/t2_faiths/islam/video_worship_2.html 

Espresso (Buddhist ‘community’): http://content.lgfl.org.uk/secure/faiths/t2_faiths/buddhism/video_community.html#
CLEO website: http://www.cleo.net.uk/index.php 



	Religious experience, 2 

	AT1 

Pupils understand that many people believe in miracles as a sign that God intervenes in their life.

AT2
Pupils think about what experiences they might define as ‘miraculous’.


	Starter: Ask pupils to share with class the most unusual things that have ever happened to them or a close friend or member of their family. Has anyone ever experienced anything they would call a miracle? Has anyone had an experience they would describe as supernatural?
Development: 

1) Do a search for ‘miracles’ on Youtube and see what comes up, e.g. the Muslim miracle screensaver, which features ‘miraculous’ calligraphy in such natural forms as rocks and vegetables. Look at other miraculous events recounted in sacred texts, e.g. the story of the exodus from Egypt of Moses and the Israelites. Discuss how the Jews see this as proof of God’s intervention in their lives.

2) Look at the online BBC article ‘modern miracles’ by sceptic Roger Bolton, which talks about his trip to Lourdes. Then look at some of the comments, which express a wide spectrum of views. Discuss some religious views of miracles. 

3) Discuss the relevance of point of view. For instance, some might call the finding of a living person under tons of wreckage following an earthquake a ‘miracle’, but what about all those people who weren’t saved during such an event. The person whose relative was rescued might consider it a miracle, whereas the person whose relative died might have a different view.   

4) Read the story of Paul’s conversion in Acts 9: 1-19. Compare it to other more modern conversions, e.g. the transformation of the Scottish gangster Jimmy Boyle into an author and sculptor. Ask class if they know of any examples of a profound change of personality/ethics that compare to Paul’s experience. Point out that religious people are likely to attribute such a change to a divinity or the Holy Spirit, whereas non-religious people might go through a similar change and not see any divine intervention in their life.

5) Look at the subject experience of ‘the power of faith’. For instance, look at what role it plays in such organisations as AA, where believing in a higher power is considered crucial to the process of finding the strength to give up alcohol. 

Conclusion: Put up a ‘belief’ continuum with regards miracles, i.e. “they do exist” at one end, “not sure” in the middle and “they exist only in the mind of the believer” at the other. Let pupils plot their position on the continuum. What would need to happen to make you go from one pole to the other?


	“Modern miracles”: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/magazine/4902332.stm

	Different kinds of ‘proof’ 

	AT1

Pupils understand the different kinds of proof used to support a belief in God.

AT2

Pupils understand the kinds of proof they use to justify their own beliefs, religious or otherwise.


	Starter:  Ask the question: “How would you prove your mother exists?” Then move onto something less concrete, e.g. “Explain how you know the wind exists.” Look at different types of evidence, e.g. pictorial (picture of one’s mother or a windsock), experiential (daily interactions with mother, or letters from her; storm damage), sensory (what it feels like to hug one’s mother, what the wind feels like on your skin).

Development: 

1) Create two columns on the whiteboard, one titled ‘For’ and one ‘Against’ and as a class come up with five key points in each section that can be used as justification for or against the existence of God.

2) Briefly mention the main arguments that have been used historically to justify a belief in God (see background information). Give out textbooks or worksheets detailing the various types of proof. Split into groups, and give each group a piece of sugar paper folded into sections. Each group is to research one of the types of proof, and then add their findings to their own and to the other groups’ paper.

3) Going back to the list on the whiteboard, relate the key points in the ‘for’ column to the various types of ‘proof’.

Conclusion: Get class to vote either ‘for’ or ‘against’ the existence of God based solely on the effectiveness of the arguments. Referring back to the first lesson, remind class that a belief is a statement that you think is true but can’t prove.


	AQA AS level scheme of work for philosophy of religion: http://www.philosophyonline.co.uk/pages/scheme.htm 

	The problem of evil 

	AT1

Pupils begin to understand how the problem of evil affects belief.

AT2

Pupils reflect upon the responses of different religions to the problem of evil and compare to their own beliefs. 
	Starter: Hand out a sheet of images that relate to some form of evil. Students rank them from ‘least evil’ to ‘most evil’; discuss ranking as a class. Was it easy to reach a consensus? 

Development: 

1) Discuss definitions of ‘natural’ c.f. ‘moral’ evil. Sort the images into the two categories. Elicit opinions as to whether natural disasters should even be considered as ‘evil’.

2) In pairs, discuss who is responsible for the various ‘evils’ depicted in the images. Briefly, feedback with whole class.

3) Consider the various responses of different religions to the problem of evil.

4) Judgement Day: evil on trial. The judge (teacher) poses a statement (e.g. “God can’t be beneficent, omnipotent and omniscient if there is evil in the world.”) Divide class into seven groups representing the six main religions and humanism. Each group presents to the class their religion’s/philosophy’s ‘position’ regarding the statement.

Conclusion: One person from each group sums up another group’s position/argument.


	


	Key words
	 Belief, opinion, fact, faith, proof, cosmological, teleological, ontological, ‘natural’ evil, ‘moral’ evil

	Points to note
	 It is important to make clear to the class the distinction between the philosophy of religion (i.e. the subject of this unit) and theology.


Outcomes

At the end of this unit, most pupils will:

· understand the difference between belief, opinion and fact, and will be able to give examples.

· be able to describe several types of religious experience.

· be able to describe the different types of proof used to support a belief in God.

· know some of the ways various religions respond to the existence of evil in the world. 

Some pupils will have made less progress and will:

· know that beliefs, opinions and facts are different.

· be able to name two types of religious experience.

· be able to give an example of a proof used to support a belief in God. 

· be able to give one example of a religious response to evil.

Some pupils will have made more progress, and in addition to the above will:

· be able to give examples of how certain religious beliefs can influence a person’s actions.

· be able to describe a range of religious experience within a specific religion, e.g. Buddhism.

· be able to synthesize their learning to produce an argument for or against the existence of God.

· be able to synthesize their learning to produce a personal response to the problem of evil and suffering.

	Background information (extracted from: Scheme of work for Philosophy of religion module, http://www.philosophyonline.co.uk/pages/scheme.htm)
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Plato and Aristotle 
Raffaello Sanzio, 1509

wikipedia

	Philosophy of religion is very different to theology. Whereas theology assumes the existence of God—or one or more supreme beings—and attempts to justify the ways of God to humankind, philosophy of religion asks such questions as “Is there a God?” “Does religious belief make sense?” and “Are there any proofs for God’s existence?”

Although it is possible to be a religious believer and a philosopher, when a philosopher thinks about the problems of religion it is from the standpoint of someone outside religious practice. This, however, has not always been the case, and many philosophers have used philosophy to justify and explain their religious beliefs.

Philosophy of religion is concerned mostly with western ideas of God—and therefore mostly with the idea of God in the Christian religion. This is primarily because the early Christian theologians relied upon the ideas of Plato and Aristotle when developing their theology, and so the two—especially Aristotle—became tied in to philosophical discussion of religious issues.
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William Paley

wikipedia

	The teleological argument

The teleological argument (from Greek telos meaning ‘end’ or ‘purpose’) is also known as the design argument and is based upon examination of the nature of the world. The main thrust of the argument is   that the world is too complex and well ordered to have been produced by chance or random change. This being so, it is argued that God is the being responsible.

The argument is perhaps most well known in the form put forward by William Paley (1743-1805) in his book Natural Theology: Or Evidences of the Existence and attributes of the Deity Collected from the Appearances of Nature (1802). In the book, Paley compares the world to a watch, suggesting that its intricate design and order presupposes a designer—a watchmaker. This approach is known as Natural Theology in as much as it argues for the existence and nature of God from nature and natural facts. 
The teleological argument rests on two assumptions:

· that the world appears to have been created or designed
· that this fact tells us something about the nature of the creator or designer
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Bust of Plato

faculty.washington.edu
	The cosmological argument

This argument—along with the previously discussed teleological argument—was first introduced by the Greek philosopher Plato (428-347 BCE) in book X of the Laws. It was later taken up by St Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) who included it in his Five Ways (part of his Summa Theologica) where it represents the first way of realising the existence of God.

The cosmological argument is so named because it is based on the existence of the cosmos. Its main gist is that for something to move it must first be caused to move by something else. Plato argues that if we look at the world, there must be a first cause of all this motion—that is, something that set it all going. However, for this cause to be the ultimate one, it must itself be unmoved by anything else (i.e. an unmoved or prime mover). 

Plato’s argument is based on the idea that a thing cannot be self-moving. By this he means that if we see a ball flying through the air, we must assume that something caused that ball to move. If we then say that the ball moved because it was hit by a bat, we can then ask what caused the bat to move—and so on.

From this Plato concludes that there must be some first cause of motion that is not itself the result of some other cause. This principle Plato called ‘soul’ or ‘life’.
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Altarpiece with St Anselm

www.britannica.com
	The ontological argument

The word ontology is a Greek word relating to the concept of being. The ontological argument argues the existence of God by saying that his being by nature includes the concept of necessary existence.

The ontological argument was first put forward by the Christian theologian St Anselm (1033-1109) in his work the Proslogion, but was later picked up by the French philosopher Rene Descartes (1596-1650) who modified it slightly to concentrate on the idea of God’s perfection necessarily involving existence.

Anselm’s view can be summarised as follows:

· Nothing greater than God can be conceived.

· The idea of God exists in our mind.
· If God only existed in our minds he would not be as great as one who actually existed.
· Therefore, the idea of God—as a conception that cannot be bettered—must correspond to one in reality (i.e. God actually exists).
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Moses and the tablets of the law

Rembrandt van Rijn, 1659

wikimedia

	The moral argument

The moral argument states that the existence of God must be supposed in order to account for the fact that human beings have developed moral codes. From this point of view, the idea that there is such a thing as a conscience which influences us to behave unselfishly argues for the existence of something which created it. The moral argument therefore argues that this source is God himself.

Cardinal Newman argued in his Grammar of Assent (1870) that the existence of a conscience as a guiding part of our mind pointed to a source of morality outside of us. From Newman’s viewpoint, because our conscience causes us to feel shame when we do wrong and to fear punishment, the necessary object of such fear, and the source of the moral code itself, is God.

A more complicated version of this argument was put forward by the German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), who argued that moral law existed as an objective reality. Although not intended as a proof for the existence of God, Kant argued that human beings felt a duty—what he termed a categorical imperative—to act in accordance with this code.

Others have argued from what is termed the “just deserts” standpoint, claiming that the idea of God is necessary in order to make sense of why people don’t just simply act in whatever way they see fit. John Hick, in his book Arguments for the existence of God, argues that such acts as sacrificing one’s life to save another do not make sense unless we suppose that there is some reward—either now, or after death in some form of afterlife. 
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Raising of Lazarus
Caravaggio, 1609
wikimedia
	The ‘miracles’ argument

Miracles have always been seen as evidence that some supernatural power is present. However, it is only in more recent times that their existence—or not—has come to be seen as proof of divine existence (before this, it was more a sign that some individual was divinely inspired or possessed godly powers).

Points to consider:

· Nineteenth century medicine and psychoanalysis have shown that people may suffer from what are termed “hysterical symptoms”: i.e. a patient might develop such things as blindness, paralysis and dementia because of psychological stress. However, these symptoms can “miraculously” disappear when the right psychological trigger is found. Will all “miracles” one day be explained away by science?

· Is there any reason that even if an event is inexplicable we should ascribe its origin to divine intervention?

· Even if a miracle could be authenticated, could it tell us anything about the nature of God?
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Ecstasy of St Teresa
Gian Lorenzo Bernini, 1647-1652
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	The ‘religious experience’ argument

The oldest form of religious justification is the argument which claims actual experience of God, an argument which is arguably the most controversial: whereas the other arguments rely on some form of logical persuasion, the religious experience argument relies totally on the authenticity of such an experience.

From the point of view of the potential convert there is no need that the experience be a direct personal one. Trust or faith in the genuine experience of another may also act as proof of a divine being. However, criticisms of the argument are primarily concerned with the possibility of such an experience, and secondarily with how it might be possible to authenticate another’s testimony.

The problem of verifying religious experience is an old one. St. Theresa of Avila was accused of being in league with evil spirits, but argued that her vision was of divine origin. Jesus himself was accused of the same thing because he was able to cast out demons.

It seems that the notion of origin—where these experiences come from—is all important when we consider whether such an experience is proof or not of God’s existence. Descartes highlighted many of the problems when he showed just how uncertain most of our everyday perceptions were—let alone those of supposed divine origin. Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) similarly asked how it was possible to know whether God spoke to you in a dream, or whether you simply dreamed that God spoke to you.

A. J. Ayer (1910-89) raised a further issue when he pointed out that mystical experiences are usually only descriptive of the inner experience of the person who has them—not of the objective existence of the being who is said to produce them (e.g. God).

From a sympathetic viewpoint, William James (1842-1910) argued that mystical experiences can no more be discounted than everyday experiences. For instance, if we say that St. Paul was an epileptic, and try and account for his visions in that way, we also have to explain how certain acceptable everyday states of mind may also resemble types of mental illness, e.g. being in love.
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