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Philosophy of religion is different from religion itself and from theology. 

Religion involves holding a range of beliefs about ultimate questions, and putting 

these beliefs into practice, often as part of a community of people who share the same 

beliefs. Religion is notoriously difficult to define; many attempts to distil in words the 

essence of religion end up including belief systems that are not normally considered to 

be religions, or else they exclude belief systems that are usually defined as religious. To 

talk of religion in terms of belief in God, for example, rules out much of Buddhism; and 

to define religion as including belief in life after death puts Judaism into a 'grey area'. 
However, very broad definitions about 'communities with shared goals' or 'focus on 

matters of ultimate importance' can pin the label 'religion' onto membership of 
Greenpeace or fanatic football supporting. 

Does committed membership of a 
pressure group count as 'religion'? 

In spite of the difficulty in finding an adequate definition for it, religion is nevertheless 
clearly an important aspect of many people's lives and has a profound impact on 

culture and world politics. 

Theology involves clarifying religious beliefs and expanding on them, seeing how they 
relate to each other and spelling out their implications for believers in the context of 

religious life. Within Christianity, theological debate might include questions of 
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whether those who live on after death in a spiritual form can see what is going on in 

the physical world they have left behind; questions of how Jesus could be both God 
and human at the same time; questions of the true meaning of scriptural terms; and 

discussions of how they might be applied in a culture different from the one in which 

they were written. Sometimes, theological study involves or overlaps with the 

philosophy of religion, but often the two are distinct. 

Philosophy of religion concerns itself with exploring religious beliefs and concepts to 

see whether they can stand up to rational argument. Different beliefs about religious 

ideas (including beliefs in atheist ideas as well as theistic belief) are examined, using 

logic and reasoned criticism, in an attempt to deepen understanding, to separate the 

true from the false where possible, and to clarify the implications of committing to 
particular choices of faith. The philosophy of religion involves raising many different 

questions, for example: 

• Does the concept of 'God' make rational sense? 

• Are the various attributes traditionally ascribed to God compatible with each 

other? 

• Are there good reasons to believe that God exists? 
• Are there good reasons for believing that there is no God? 

• Is it reasonable to have a religious faith? 

• Is it possible to talk of God in a meaningful way? 

• Is religious belief compatible with other kinds of belief, such as belief in the claims 
of science? 

• Does it make sense to suggest that God acts in the world through miracles? 

• Does it make sense to talk of life after death? 

Some religious believers object to the idea of subjecting their beliefs to philosophical 

scrutiny. They argue that the truths of religion are given by God and can therefore be 

trusted completely with faith; questioning them suggests that we know better than God 

and might be able to prove God wrong. They suggest that if we have difficulty 
understanding religious truths, then the fault lies with our own intellectual limitations. 

Others, however, argue that it is impossible to have faith in something without 

understanding it, and that beliefs which do not stand up to philosophical investigation 

are not worth holding. 

to hold a false 



How far is it possible to demonstrate the existence of God? Traditionally, believers have 

tried to show, through personal stories of religious experience, through the way they 

live and through philosophical debate, that God does exist; and other people have tried 
to show, with counter-argument, that he does not. 

One obvious problem with trying to demonstrate the existence of God is that God is 

not available to the senses. If God exists at all, then he cannot be seen, heard, tasted, 
smelled or touched in the same way as other existent beings. Perhaps 'exists' is not the 

right word to use of a being that is so very different from the physical world available 
to sense experience. According to Christian understandings of God, God is unique - an 

infinite spirit who created everything out of nothing, who is uncreated himself, who is 

eternal, omnipotent and omniscient, who is love itself, almighty and yet personal, 

capable of having relationships with his creation. Yet this kind of 'existence' is hardly 

the same as the existence that we have and that other physical objects have. The 

philosopher Bertrand Russell suggested that the word 'exists' was being used in such a 

different way, when we speak of God, that questions of the existence of God are not 

proper or answerable questions. Nevertheless, we usually assume that we understand 

the question 'Does God exist?' even if we are understanding 'existence' in a radically 
different way from the way that we use the word if we are discussing, for example, the 

existence of the Loch Ness monster. 

The theologian Paul Tillich also raised the same issue of whether 'does God exist?' is a 

real question, but, unlike Russell, Tillich argued from a theist position. According to 

Tillich, 'existence' is something which relates to things that are created. Therefore, if 

people say 'God exists', they imply that God is on the same level as a finite, created 

object in the world. In Tillich' s understanding, God is not a 'thing'. If an inventory 

could be made of all the 'things' in the universe, God would not be on that list- but 

that does not mean that there is no God. Tillich argued that God is not a being but is 

being-itself, the ground of all existence and the reason why everything finite has come 

into existence and remains in existence. To emphasise his point, when Tillich wrote of 
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God, he used the term 'being-itself' instead of 'God'. So, for Tillich, the question 

'does God exist?' makes about as much sense as asking 'does existence exist?' 

When people say that unicorns don't 

exist, they mean that if you could look 
at all the things in the world, you 
would not find anything which 
matched our understanding of 

'unicorn'. However, if God is not one of 
the 'things in the world', but something 

different entirely, what does it mean to 
say that God does or doesn't exist? 

In spite of objections such as those of Russell or Tillich, people have nevertheless 

attempted to show, using argument, that God does exist, and that the faith of believers 

is reasonable and logical. 

Before we look at specific arguments for the existence of God, it is useful to have some 

understanding of what an argument is, and what it might be expected to achieve. When 

we use the word 'argument' in conversation, we often mean a disagreement: 'You were 

flirting with my boyfriend ... ' 'No I wasn't ... ' 'Yes you were!' and so on. But in 
philosophical terms, an argument is not the same as a string of contradictions with a 

few insults thrown in. An argument has a conclusion (or several conclusions), and 

these are supported by reasons in an attempt to persuade someone that the 

conclusions are true. 

Many arguments are based on inductive reasoning, and others are based on deductive 
reasoning. 
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Inductive reasoning 

Inductive reasoning is when people make inferences and draw general conclusions 
from particular examples. We see things happening a lot, and we conclude that 
(probably) they always, or usually, happen. The person doing the reasoning uses 
observation, and bases his or her thinking on previous experience, to make general 
rules or predictions: 

The inductive argument leads to a conclusion which may be true, but which could be 
wrong. 

Inductive reasoning led Europeans to 
the conclusion that all swans were 
white, because all the swans they had 
ever seen were white. 1bey realised that 
this conclusion was wrong when they 
discovered black swans in Australia. 

jenny, Clare, Simon and Henry went evening. 
They all chose the same main course, and all four of them were sick during the 
night. Therefore, there was something wrong with the food. 

Why is this argument only probably true and not true beyond all doubt? 

Inductive arguments can be stronger or weaker as arguments, depending on the quality 
of the reasoning and the amount of reliable data available. If an inductive argument is 
based on only a very little observation to draw a general conclusion, then it is a very 
weak argument; for example: 

1bere were two robberies in my neighbourhood last month. Both were committed by 
black teenagers. Therefore, all crime is committed by black teenagers. 



Key terms 

Inductive 
arguments
cannot prove, 

but they try to 

persuade by 
providing 

evidence from 
human 

experience in 

support of the 

conclusion. 

Deductive 
arguments
depend only on 

logic and not on 
experience. If the 

premises are 

true, then the 

conclusion is 

proved. 

Analogy
when similar 
things are 

compared as a 

way of clarifying 

or supporting a 

point. 
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One type of inductive reasoning is analogy. Analogy is where similarities between two 

different things are used to support the conclusion that, if they are similar in ways A, B 
and C, then they are likely to be similar in way D as well. Some analogies are weaker 

than others: 

Tigger and Marmaduke are both cats. They both like rabbit-flavoured cat food, tuna, 
chicken and lamb. Tigger likes beef, so Marmaduke will probably like beef as well. 

Kate and Isabel both like shopping for shoes. They are both vegetarian, in their 
twenties and both are architects. Kate supports Arsenal; therefore Isabel probably 
supports Arsenal too. 

The human eye is like a camera: both have facilities to regulate the amount of light 
that enters, a lens which adjusts the size of the image, and a light- and colour-sensitive 
surface to receive the image. Cameras were made for a purpose by intelligent 
designers; therefore eyes must have been made by an intelligent designer too. 

The strength of analogy in an argument depends on how closely similar the two things 

really are, and whether they are similar in ways which are relevant to the conclusion. 

In the examples above, the analogy between one cat ~nd another cat is strong, because 

different cats are similar in many different ways, and we can observe through 

experience that food preferences is one of these ways. In the second example, the 

reasoning is weaker because, although these young women share similarities, their 
football team of choice is not relevant to the other similarities. The third example, of 

the human eye being like a manufactured machine, is often used as part of one of the 

traditional arguments for the existence of God; it will be up to you to decide whether 

it is a good enough analogy to support the conclusion. 

• -



Understanding Philosophy of Religion 

Deductive reasoning 

Deductive reasoning, in contrast to inductive reasoning, is the kind where, if the 

premises (starting-points) of the argument are true, then the conclusion must also be 

true. The conclusion is a logical consequence of the premises. 

With an inductive argument, the conclusion could be false even if the premises are true. 

The group of friends in the earlier example might have been sick because of the 

amount each one drank at the restaurant rather than because of the food. But with a 
deductive argument, the conclusion is an inevitable result of the logic of the premises. 

It is not based on observation or experience but on logical processes: 

The oak tree is taller than the apple tree. The apple tree is taller than the acer. 
Therefore, the oak tree is taller than the acer. 

We don't have to go and see the trees, or measure them, to establish the truth of the 
conclusion (as long as we accept that the premises are true). There are not other 

circumstances which we might need to take into account before we know whether the 

conclusion is true. In a deductive argument, if the premises are true, then the 

conclusion inevitably follows. 

Critical Thinking: An Introduction by Alec Fisher (Cambridge University Press, 2001) 

Critical Reasoning: A Practical Introduction by Anne Thomson (Roudedge, 2002) 
For a briefer outline in the context of the philosophy of religion, see pages 40--4 of 

Philosophy of Religion: Thinking about Faith by C. Stephen Evans (lntervarsity Press, 

1985) 

I 1 
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Another very similar way of classifying arguments is into two categories: a priori 
arguments, and a posteriori arguments. A priori arguments, like deductive arguments, 

are those which rely only on the processes of logic to prove a point. You do not need 

to have any particular experiences or provide any evidence in order to make the proof; 

the proof can be made solely through the logic of the argument. 

A posteriori arguments, in contrast, are those which depend on some kind of evidence 

to support them. They derive from experience, they come after or 'are posterior to' 
experience of the way that things are. These types of arguments look at the world, and 

say that we experience X to be the case, and that therefore Y must be true. Examples 

of a posteriori arguments for the existence of God are design arguments, the moral 

arguments, the cosmological arguments and the arguments from religious experience. 

' Can God's existence be 

· demonstrated through argument? 

Someone who does not believe in God is not going to change his or her opinion 

because of the arguments of reason and logic, even if these arguments are sound. 

There is more to religious belief than just agreeing to a set of statements: religious 

belief goes beyond the bounds of reason. This does not mean that it has to be 

unreasonable; but religious belief consists of more than simple agreement that an 
argument appears to work. It involves commitment to a whole new way of looking at 
the world and of behaviour. 

Comparisons might be made between religious faith and the experience of being in 

love. A woman might be able to explain to her friends all sorts of good reasons why she 

is in love with someone, and she could outline many excellent characteristics of this 

other person. She could show her friends photographs of her beloved, and give 

examples of his or her acts of kindness, creativity and so on, but, even if her friends 

agree with her assessment of the other person completely, they will not be in love with 

this person themselves simply because of her powers of persuasion. Religious belief, 

like being in love, is much more than just an intellectual acceptance of certain 

assertions. It involves emotions, intuitions and commitment. It does not depend on the 
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strength of a logical argument, and can sometimes seem to fly in the face of common 

sense. Just as someone in love might still be in love even when the other person's faults 

are glaringly obvious, so too the religious believer might continue in complete faith in 
the existence of God even when obvious flaws in the philosophical arguments have 

been clearly demonstrated. Whether this faith is therefore misplaced remains 

debatable. 

Faith in God seems to demand an element of uncertainty, and a willingness to take risks 

in spite of an absence of concrete proof. What would happen if God could be proven 

beyond all reasonable doubt - if God made himself known in a way that everyone 

would accept? Many people would argue that God has already done this, through 

revelation; Christians might argue that the experiences recorded in the Bible, for 
example, are proofs of God's existence, and that the life and resurrection of Jesus was 

a clear demonstration of God showing people once and for all that he truly exists. But 

others do not accept these examples as proof. 

Believers often point out that God must remain partially hidden from the world, in 

order to maintain epistemic distance. By this, they mean that the world should remain 

'religiously ambiguous'. It is right that there should be no conclusive evidence for 

the existence of God, just as there should be no conclusive evidence against 
God's existence. People should be left with a choice. They should be able to see and 

explain the world purely in naturalistic terms, or able to see the world as coming from 

and sustained by God, and have the freedom to decide for themselves which position 

they wish to take. Only with this epistemic distance, it is argued, is it possible for 

humans to have a genuinely free will to exercise faith and moral judgements. If God's 

existence were undeniable, then faith would mean nothing, and people would have no 

choice but to believe. 

Most of the writers who have attempted to show the existence of God through 

reasoned argument recognised that their arguments do not constitute incontrovertible 

proof. They do not demonstrate, once and for all, that God really must exist. However, 

what they do try to show is that belief in God is reasonable and even probable; it can 
be accepted logically that God exists. Theism is an option that a sensible person might 

take, and religious belief is not a sign of madness, weakness or stupidity. 

Key term 

Epistemic 
distance-
a distance in 

knowledge or 

awareness. 



Key term 

Cosmology
the study of the 
origins and 

structure of the 

universe. 
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The basis of the cosmological argument is that the universe cannot account for its own 

existence. Why do things exist at all- why is there something, rather than nothing? 

There must be a reason, the argument says, for the existence of the universe, and this 

reason has to be something which is not part of the physical world of time and space. 

This argument has a very long history. Plato, in Timaeus, argued that everything must 
have been created by some cause. Aristotle argued that behind the series of cause and 

effect in the world there must be an Unmoved Mover, and the Kalam argument in Islam 

is an attempt to show that the universe must have a cause and is not the result of an 

infinite regress (an endless chain going back for ever). 

Cosmological arguments ask: why is 

there something, rather than nothing? 
Why is the universe here at all? They 
conclude that there must be a cause for 
the existence of everything - and that 

cause must be God. 

Aquinas and the cosmological argument in the Five Ways 

Of Aquinas' Five Ways, the first three are different variants of the cosmological 

argument. Aquinas based his argument on two assumptions: 

(a) the universe exists, and 

(b) there must be a reason why. 

All but the most sceptical would agree with (a); however, not all would agree with (b). 

Some people, such as Bertrand Russell and Richard Dawkins, are happy to accept that 

the universe just is, without moving to the conclusion that there should be some reason 
for it. Aquinas, however, took as a starting point the view that there must be some 

explanation of why anything exists at all. 



Understanding Philosophy of Religion 

First Way - the Unmoved Mover 

In his First Way of establishing God's existence, Aquinas concentrated on the existence 
of change, or motion, in the world. He considered the ways in which objects move, or 

grow or change in state (for example, become hotter or evaporate). His argument, 

closely following that of Aristotle, was that everything which is in motion, or changing, 

has to be put into motion, or changed, by something else. In this way, Aquinas (and 

Aristotle before him) produced a kind of pre-Newtonian understanding of the physics 

of motion. Things stay the same unless some force acts upon them to make them 

change or move. As things are, to our observation, changing and moving, then they 

must have been set in motion by something; Aquinas thought that this sequence of one 

thing moving another could not be infinite, but that there must have been an Unmoved 
Mover to set the whole thing off. 

Aquinas argued that nothing 
in the universe would be in 

motion unless it was being 
moved by something else. 

Aquinas also argued that if a change is brought about in Thing A by Thing B, then 

Thing B must have the characteristics of the change it brings about. For example, 

if Thing B makes Thing A hotter, then Thing B must itself be hot, or if Thing B makes 
Thing A darker, then Thing B must itself be dark. Peter Cole, ~n his book Philosophy 
of Religion (Hodder Murray, 1999), explains: 'What is potentially xis not actually x, 

yet the actually x can only be produced by something that is actually x.' (This 

argument is more difficult to accept, because we can think of examples where this 

does not work in practice: see Kenny's criticisms on page 20.) 

This is how Aquinas writes it: 

The existence of God can be proved in five ways. 
The first and more manifest way is the argument from motion. It is certain, 
and evident to our senses, that in the world some things are in motion. Now 
whatever is in motion is put in motion by another, for nothing can be in 
motion except it is in potentiality to that towards which it is in motion; 
whereas a thing moves inasmuch as it is in act. For motion is nothing else 



Key term 

Infinite regress 

- a chain (in this 
case, a chain of 

causes and 

effects) going 

infinitely back in 

time with no 

beginning, rather 

like the chicken 

and the egg idea. 
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than the reduction of something from potentiality to actuality. But nothing 
can be reduced from potentiality to actuality, except by something in a state 
of actuality. Thus that which is actually hot, as fire, makes wood, which is 
potentially hot, to be actually hot, and thereby moves and changes it ... 

Therefore, whatever is in motion must be put in motion by another. If that by which 
it is put in motion be itself put in motion, then this also must need be put in motion 
by another, and that by another again. But this cannot go on to infinity, because then 
there would be no first mover, and, consequently, no other mover; seeing that 
subsequent movers move only inasmuch as they are put in motion by the first mover; 
as the staff moves only because it is put in motion by the hand. Therefore it is 
necessary to arrive at a first mover, put in motion by no other; and this everyone 

understands to be God. 

The emphasis of Aquinas' argument was on dependency, rather than going back in time 

until a beginning was found; he was using the idea that God sustains the universe, and 

trying to show that we would not have a universe of change, vitality and motion without 

a First Mover. The continued changes and movements are because of the continued 

existence of a mover 'which we call God'. 

Second Way - the Uncaused Causer 

This argument is very similar, except that it replaces the idea of change and motion with 
the concept of cause. Every 'effect' has a 'cause', Aquinas argued; infinite regress is 

impossible; therefore there must be a First Cause 'which we call God'. 

Here, Aquinas concentrates on the idea of 'efficient cause', borrowing terminology 

directly from Aristotle. Aristotle had been very interested in the question of why things 

exist - not only why they exist in the form that they take, but also why they exist at all 

- and Aquinas was enthused by the same ideas. When Aristotle had considered 

the nature of causation, he came to the conclusion that 'cause' works at four 

different levels, which he named the material cause, the efficient cause, the formal 
cause and the final cause. By 'efficient cause', Aristotle meant the agent which makes 

something happen - so, for example, the baker kneading the dough is the efficient 

cause of the bread, or the musician pulling the bow across the strings is 

the efficient cause of the music. 

The second way is from the nature of the efficient cause. In the world of sense we find 

there is an order of efficient causes. There is no case known (neither is it, indeed, 

possible) in which a thing is found to be the efficient cause of itself; for so it would be 
prior to itself, which is impossible. . .. 
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Now to take away the cause is to take away the effect. Therefore, if there be no first 
cause among efficient causes, there will be no ultimate, nor any intermediate 
cause .... 

Therefore it is necessary to admit a first efficient cause, to which everyone gives the 
name of God. 

Aquinas used Aristotle's ideas about 
'efficient cause', where Aristotle had said 
that for every cause, there is an agent which 
brings it about. The efficient cause of violin 

music would be the violinist. 

Aquinas took up Aristotle's understanding of causes, to argue that things do not cause 
themselves in this way - they cannot be their own agents. Therefore, he said, there 

must be a first efficient cause, and this would be God. 

Third Way - Contingency 

In his Third Way, Aquinas argued that the world consists of contingent beings, which 

are beings that begin and end, and which are dependent on something else for their 
existence. Everything in the physical world is contingent, depending on external factors 

for its existence. Things are contingent in two ways: they depend on something having 

brought them into existence in the first place (for example, volcanic rock depends on 

there having been the right minerals, sufficient heat and so on to form it), and they also 

depend on outside factors for the continuation of their existence (for example, 

plants depend on the light from the sun). Since the time of Aquinas, we have become 

more aware of the existence of 'eco-systems', and have learned more about how the 

existence of one species depends very much on the existence of another and on natural 
resources; some would argue that these discoveries add support to the points Aquinas 

made. 

Key term 

Contingent -
depending on 

something else. 
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Tbe third way is taken from possibility and necessity, and runs thus. We find in nature 
things that are possible to be and not to be, since they are found to be generated, and 

to corrupt, and consequently, they are possible to be and not to be. But it is impossible 

for these always to exist, for that which is possible not to be at some time is not. 

Therefore, if everything is possible not to be, then at one time there could have been 

nothing in existence. Now if this were true, even now there would be nothing in 

existence, because that which does not exist only begins to exist by something already 

existing. Therefore, if at one time nothing was in existence, it would have been 

impossible for anything to have begun to exist; and thus even now nothing would be 

in existence - which is absurd. Therefore, not all beings are merely possible, but there 

must exist something the existence of which is necessary. But every necessary thing 

either has its necessity caused by another, or not. Now it is impossible to go on to 

infinity in necessary things which have their necessity caused by another, as has been 
already proved in regard to efficient causes. Therefore we cannot but postulate the 

existence of some being having of itself its own necessity, and not receiving it from 

another, but rather causing in others their necessity. Tbis all men speak of as God. 

Aquinas is arguing here that we can agree that everything in the universe is contingent. 

Contingent things need something else to bring them into existence, so nothing would 

have ever started - there would still be nothing - unless there is some other being, 

capable of bringing other things into existence but being independent of everything 

else, or 'necessary'. It would have to be a being which is not caused, and which 

depends on nothing else to continue to exist - and this, Aquinas thought, would be 

God. 

Some criticism s of Aquinas' argument 

• One criticism of Aquinas' argument is to do with the idea of infinite regress. Many 
have argued that there is no reason why the cause and effect chain cannot be infinite. 

We do not have to look for a beginning and a time when it must have started. 

However, some scholars, including Leibniz (see page 23), have answered in response 
to this criticism, that even if everything moved the next thing in an infinite chain, 

there would still need to be an explanation of the whole chain's existence. 

• Some have argued against the idea that actual x can only be brought about by what 

is actual x - the philosopher Anthony Kenny wrote in his book 7he Five Ways 

(Routledge, 1969) that this is not always true; for example, Aquinas argued that for a 

stick to become hot, this had to be caused by actual heat, whereas Kenny argues that 
it could be caused by friction, and electric current can generate heat. Kenny makes 

this point by saying, 'it is not dead men who commit murders'. This part of 

Aquinas' argument is not true often enough to be sustainable. We might argue, using 

our own common sense, that we can be the cause of anger or jealousy in other 
people, without being angry or jealous ourselves. 



Understanding Philosophy of Religion 

• Some have criticised the idea of God as an uncaused causer, saying that the whole 

cosmological argument depends on the idea that nothing can cause itself, and then it 

is self-contradictory by saying that God does exactly what it just claimed was 

impossible. In answer to this criticism, which was being made during Aquinas' 

lifetime, he answered that this criticism makes the mistake of considering God to be 

a 'thing' like other objects in the universe, whereas God is not an object but different 

entirely. Aquinas argued that God is unique and exists in a unique kind of way. 

• There is evidence to suggest that everything in the universe is contingent, but this 
does not necessarily mean that the universe as a whole is contingent. Some of the 

findings, or at least the theories, of science have suggested that matter, for example, 

may be eternal or energy. However, these suggestions are still being explored by 
scientists; questions about the possible eternity of matter remain unanswered. 

• Some writers, including Hume, argued that logically the cosmological argument need 

not lead to one first cause; there could be a variety of different causes, and neither is 
there a logical reason to link this to the Christian God. The same criticism could be 

made of Aquinas' cosmological argument as can be made of teleological arguments. 

The Kalam argument in Islam 

The Kalam argument in Islam is a version of the cosmological argument. Muslim 

philosophers developed the Kalam argument using the thinking of Aristotle, just as 

Aquinas was to do from a Christian perspective. Kalam means 'speaking' in Arabic, and 
the Kalam tradition in Islam relates to seeking theological principles through debate 

and argument. Two thinkers in particular, called al-Kindi and al-Ghazali, studied 

Aristotle and saw how his ideas about cause could be applied within the Muslim faith. 

The Kalam argument claims that everything which begins to exist must have a cause to 

make it come into existence. The universe must have had a cause, because there must 

have been a time when it began to exist: 'It is an axiom of reason that all that comes to 
be must have a cause to bring it about. The world has come to be. Ergo the world must 

have a cause to bring it about' (al-Ghazali, Tbe jerusalem Tract, as quoted in William 

Lane Craig's Tbe Kalam Cosmological Argument, Wipf and Stock, 2000). 
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Al-Ghazali argued that there must have been a real point at which the universe began, 
rather than an infinite regress, because, although infinity is a mathematical concept, it 

cannot exist in actuality. 

William Lane Craig, a modern American philosopher, is a supporter of the logic of the 

Kalam argument, although he writes as a Christian. He explains the view that an infinite 

regress (or an infinite anything) could not exist in reality, using the example of a library 

with an infinite number of books. If one of the books was loaned out, the library would 

still have to contain an infinite number - if every other book was to be taken away, the 

shelves would still have to be full. 'Suppose we add an infinity of infinite collections to 
the library ... is there actually not one more single volume in the entire collection than 

before?' (William Lane Craig, Tbe Kalam Cosmological Argument). 

William Lane Craig argued in favour 
of the Kalam argument, using the 
example of a library with an infinite 
number of books, to show that 
infinity could not exist in actuality. 

The Kalam argument continues by saying that we can now see that there must have 
been a time when the universe did not exist, as it cannot have existed infinitely long 

ago. This means that there was once the possibility of a universe coming into existence, 
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or a universe not coming into existence - and there must have been something to have 

made the choice between those two possibilities. There must be some personal, 

intelligent agency to choose that the universe should exist, and this personal intelligent 
agent must exist outside space and time. 

Criticisms of the Kalam argument 

• Some people argue that the Kalam argument misunderstands the nature of infinity, 

and that infinity has to exist in actuality even if we cannot imagine it. 

• It could be argued that there is no need for there to have been an agent making a 
choice between having a universe and not having one - the universe could just have 

begun, at random, by accident, without any conscious choice being made. 

• Even if the Kalam argument is accepted, it does not provide evidence for the 

existence of a God with all the qualities and characteristics that theists claim God has. 

• It might be argued that the Kalam argument is self-contradictory, since it denies the 

possibility of infinity existing in actuality, but uses this as part of an argument to 
demonstrate the actual existence of an infinite God. 

so 
• It proposes that the universe 

being beyond time and space. 

Leibniz and the principle of sufficient reason 

in actuality, 

choice of a 

Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716) offered an alternative form of the cosmological 

argument, in which he tried to avoid the problems raised by the suggestion of an 

infinite regression. He argued that even if the universe has always existed, this still does 

not give us an explanation of why it exists. According to Leibniz, everything has to have 

a sufficient reason. The principle of sufficient reason states that there must be reasons 

to explain facts, even if we do not know what these reasons are. There must be an 
explanation: known or unknown. 
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its existence? 

David Hume, however, argued that we could not logically move from the idea that 

everything in the universe has a reason, to say that the universe as a whole must have 

a reason. Bertrand Russell made a similar point in the twentieth century; by saying that 

just because every human being has a mother, this does not mean that the human 

species as a whole has a mother. It is overstepping the rules of logic to move from 

individual causes of individual things, to the view that the totality has a cause. 

Hume also argued that we can imagine something coming into existence without a 

cause: it is not an incoherent idea. But others have objected that just because you could 

imagine something existing without a cause, it does not follow that in reality it could 

exist without a cause; the twentieth-century philosopher Elizabeth Anscombe gave the 

example that we can imagine a rabbit which had no parents and just existed, but 

obviously this would not be an actual possibility just because we could imagine it. 

Kant on cosmological and design arguments 

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) is usually regarded as one of the greatest philosophers of 

modern Europe. 

For Kant, all the arguments for the existence of God which were based on reasoning, 

either inductive (starting from evidence and working backward) or deductive (working 

from first principles and definitions, as in the ontological argument), did not work. For 

Kant, then, the existence of God is not something that we can know through the 

powers of reason. Reason only works for the world of sense experience, but God's 

existence is beyond the grasp of the five senses. Kant wrote, in the Preface to Critique 

of Pure Reason, that we should 'deny knowledge, in order to make room for faith'. 
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Kant argued that our ideas about order and design and causality come from the way 

that we perceive ~e world around us. Our minds like to put things in order, and to see 
pattems and sequences. Perhaps the order in the world is something that we impose 

on it, when we perceive it, rather than something that is objectively there. 

In his book Critique of Practical Reason, Kant rejected the views of thinkers such as 

Leibniz. Kant considered that the teleological and the cosmological arguments were 

essentially linked, because both arguments ultimately depend on the idea that God is 

necessarily existent - in other words, that God exists without a cause, does not come 

into existence or go out of existence and does not depend on anything else in order to 

exist. 

The teleological argument depends on the view that there must be a Designer, existing 

outside the world in the same way as the First Cause or Unmoved Mover of 

cosmological arguments. These arguments, when followed to their logical conclusions, 

make the assumption that there is a God who 'necessarily exists', by definition. But 

Kant did not think that this was sound reasoning. (See 'Kant's critique of ontolowcal 

arguments', on pages 186-7). 

The radio debate between Russell and Copleston 

In 1948, the BBC Third Programme brought together two eminent philosophers with 

very different views, to debate live on radio some of the issues of the existence of God. 

Frederick Copleston (1907-94) was invited to argue the case for theism. He was 

brought up as an Anglican, but converted to Roman Catholicism and became a Jesuit 

priest, leading philosopher and scholar. Copleston was well known for his immense 
and erudite nine-volume work, A History of Philosophy, and also for the publication of 

several other works including a biography and appraisal of Aquinas (Pelican, 1955). 

In opposition to him was Bertrand Russell (1872-1970), an aristocrat who had made a 
name for himself as a philosopher of mathematics, and who went on to become a 

renowned opponent of war and nuclear weapons. Russell took an atheist position, 

although he said that strictly speaking he was agnostic. He followed the thinking of the 
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logical positivists, arguing that discussion of God was beyond the scope of human 

reason or experiment, and was therefore meaningless. 

Copleston argued that, unless one accepts the existence of a first cause, an Unmoved 
Mover, there is no explanation for the existence of the universe (he combined the 
thinking of Aquinas and Leibniz in his argument). That without such an explanation, 

the universe is 'gratuitous', as Jean-Paul Sartre wrote: 'Everything is gratuitous, this 

garden, this city and myself. When you suddenly realize it, it makes you feel sick and 

everything begins to drift ... that's nausea' Oean-Paul Sartre, Nausea, 1938). 

Russell replied that he did not accept the need to fmd an explanation for the existence 

of the universe; he rejected Leibniz's principle of sufficient reason, stating firmly: 'I 

should say that the universe is just there, that's all.' Russell went on to explain his point 

of view in his 1957 book Why I am not a Christian. Copleston's view of Russell's 
position was to suggest that Russell was denying the importance of the argument: 'If 

one refuses even to sit down at the chessboard and make a move, one cannot, of 

course, be checkmated.' 

In the radio debate, Copleston defended the 
cosmological argument, using points made by 
Aquinas and Leibniz. 

In the debate, Copleston presented an argument which was very similar to that of 

Aquinas 700 years before. 

1. He argued that each object in the universe is dependent (contingent) on the 
existence of other things, and relies for its existence on 'a reason external to itself'. 

Copleston gave the example of himself, dependent for his existence on the previous 

existence of his parents, and on the continued existence of air and food. He argued that 

since nothing in the world contains the reason for its own existence, there must be an 
external explanation, something outside the objects in the universe which accounts for 

their existence and for the existence of the universe as a whole. In order for this 

explanation to be found, there must be 'a being which contains within itself the reason 

for its own existence'. 

I 
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2. He asserted that, despite the views of those who disagree, it is meaningful to talk of 

a 'necessary being' whose essence involves existence. 

3. He also claimed that it is meaningful to talk of there being a cause of the universe. 

4. Copleston agreed with Leibniz, saying that every existent thing must have a sufficient 
reason for its existence. Copleston said: 'God is his own sufficient reason; and he is not 
cause of himself By sufficient reason in the full sense I mean an explanation adequate 

for the existence of some particular being.' God is his own sufficient reason, but 

everything else is contingent. 

Russell's position in the debate was to 
argue that concepts such as 'cause of 
the universe' and 'necessary existence' 
held no meaning. 

Russell's responses to Copleston included the points: 

1. The concept of a 'necessary being' had no meaning for him; he says that the term 

'necessary' cannot be applied to things, only to statements in logic, where B necessarily 

follows from A because it is part of the definition (for example, if Peter is a bachelor, 
then Peter is necessarily an unmarried man, because that is the definition of bachelor). 

Russell said that 'necessary' in this sense is appropriate only for statements of 

definition, and that it does not make sense to talk of God as 'necessary'. 

2. Also, the concept of the universe as a whole having a cause was meaningless for 

Russell. His view was that we cannot grasp the concept of the entire scheme of things, 

and then hope to find an explanation for it. 

3. Russell said that the concept of cause is not applicable to the universe: 'I should say 

that the universe is just there, and that's all.' 

4. He also claimed that scientists (in 1947) were discovering 'first causes which haven't 
in themselves got causes'. So the whole notion of everything having to have a sufficient 
reason and a Prime Mover was undermined. 
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By the end of the debate, Russell and Copleston concluded that they had very little 
ground in common, and could not even agree on whether they were discussing a 
question that had any meaning - so they might as well move on to another issue. 

Other thinkers, as well as Russell, have taken the same standpoint, saying that there 

does not have to be an explanation for everything. Some things just happen, or just are. 

Will science be the end of the cosmological argument? 

Subatomic physics in recent years has suggested that things can exist without a cause, 

and that motion does not have to be the result of a mover. Investigations in quantum 

physics suggest that electrons can pass in and out of existence without any apparent 

cause; although some would say there seems to be no cause because of our limited 
understanding, rather than that such things are causeless in reality. 

Peter Atkins, Professor of Chemistry at the University of Oxford, dismissed the 
cosmological argument for the existence of God: 

There is of course one big, cosmically big, seemingly real question: Where did it all 
come from? Here we see most sharply the distinction between the methods. Religion 
adopts the adipose answer: God made it - for reasons that will forever remain 
inscrutable until, perhaps, we become one with Him (that is, until we are dead). Such 
an answer, while intrinsically absurd and evil in its implications, appears to satisfy 
those for whom God is a significant part of their existence. Science, in contrast, is 
steadily and strenuously working toward a comprehensible explanation. Witness the 
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extraordinary progress that has been made since the development of general relativity 
at the beginning of the twentieth century. Though difficult, and still incomplete, there 
is no reason to believe that the great problem, how the universe came into being, and 
what it is, will not be solved; we can safely presume that the solution will be 

comprehensible to human minds. Moreover, that understanding will be achieved this 
side of the grave. (Free Inquiry, Vol. 18, No. 2, 1998) 

The cosmological argument, then, is by no means closed, but continues to be debated 

in universities. It does not present a proof of the existence of God, since there is the 
possibility that the universe is a brute fact and ultimately unintelligible, but it supports 
the possibility that the universe does have an explanation, and that this explanation 

could be God (although not necessarily the God described by world religions). 

Practice exam question 

(a) Explain the key features of the cosmological argument. 

In this part of the question, you need to give as detailed and accurate presentation of 

the cosmological argument as you can within the time limit. Try to use key vocabulary 

such as 'infinite regress', 'first cause' and 'necessary existence'. If possible, make 

reference to the thinking of different scholars, such as Aquinas' Five Ways and 

Copleston in the radio debate with Russell. Notice that the question is asking for the 

key features of the argument, so you do not need to give critical evaluation in this part. 

(b) 'The cosmological argument fails to present a proof of the existence of God.' 

Discuss. 

In part (b), you are being tested on your skills in evaluation. For high marks, you should 

aim to produce a persuasive piece of writing which makes clear your own position and 

the reasons why you have reached your conclusion, rather than just a presentation of 

different people's views. It is useful to be able to refer to different scholars, but the 

main aim here is to show critical skill rather than skill in description. Try to offer 

counter-arguments as well as arguments - show that you recognise there are points of 
view other than your own, and explain why they are wrong and why your own view is 

better. In this question, you should consider the idea of 'proof' . You know that 

inductive arguments, such as the cosmological argument, cannot lead to certain proof 

and there is always the chance that the conclusion could be wrong. 



What is a religious experience? Different people have widely different views. Some 

people would class a religious experience as a rare supematural event, for which there 

could be no scientific explanation; an experience in which someone had a direct 

encounter with God, perhaps in the form of seeing a vision or hearing a voice. Others 

would take a much broader view, and consider religious experience to include more 
common occurrences such as feelings of peace, or of wonder at the beauty of nature. 

Some would think that if a person's whole outlook on life is religious, then all of his or 

her experiences will be religious experiences because he or she will interpret the things 

he or she sees and does in everyday life as part of God's world, and have the sense that 

God has a guiding hand in the decisions he or she makes. Whether religious experience 

happens at all, whether it happens to just a few individuals, or whether it is a common 

part of being human, depends very much on our understanding of what should be 

classified as religious experience. 

Richard Swinbume, in his book Is There a God? argued that, obviously, if there is a God, 

he would want us to have direct experience of him: ~omnipotent and perfectly good 

creator will seek to interact with his creatures and in particular with human persons 

capable of knowing him' (Swinbume, Is There a God?, Oxford University Press, 1996). 

God might want to reveal himself in order to give support, or to answer prayer, or to 

set people straight and encourage them to co-operate with one another, Swinbume 

claims. If there is a God of the personal kind described by many of the world's religions, 
then we might expect that we would have experience of him, either as individuals or 
corporately (as a body). 

However, the question is raised of whether religious experience can be counted as 
evidence of the existence of such a God. The 'experiential argument', or 'argument 

from religious experience', is a reason for faith that is often given by religious believers. 

Theists may say that they know that God exists because he has done this or that in their 
lives. Billy Graham (one of the first American Christian evangelists, very well known in 

the 1950s and 1960s) once said in an interview, 'I know that God exists because I spoke 
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I 
with him this morning.' After all, if we believe that a celebrity really does live in our local 

area because we have seen her shopping in the supermarktk why should we not 
believe that there is a God if we have had encounters with him? 

Often, theists will relate some kind of conversion experience if asked to explain their 

belief in God. In fact, if questioned about why they hold their beliefs, people are far 
more likely to tell you about their own religious experience than to claim they were 

convinced by the design argument, for example. There are J any people who, once 

they have had some kind of religious experience, will not be convinced by any 
alternative possible explanation for what has happened to them, and cannot be argued 

out of belief in God. Some people's religious experiences have been so convincing to 

them, that it has changed their lives and their oudook completely. 

But can religious experiences tell us anything reliable about o~rselves or about God? 

Are they occurrences which, as Swinburne suggests, should only be expected, given 
that there is a loving creator God at work in the world? Or are they 'mental events' 

which go on simply inside someone's head, like a dream or memory? Do religious 

experiences show that there is a God 'out there', or do they show just that God is 'true 

for the believer' within that person's own world-view? Are reports of religious 

experience evidence of no more than over-active imaginations, or even of the desire to 

fool other people for the sake of attention? 

Religious experiences, like other kinds of experience, are unique to each individual. 

Even if two people go to the same concert, or share the same food, their experiences 
of it will not be identical, because they are two different people and will have different 

needs, tastes, expectations and interpretations of events. The same, then, applies to 

religious experience - each person who claims to have had a religious experience will 
give a different account of what happened to him or her, interpreted in his or her own 
particular way. Interpretation of these experiences may be coloured by the individual's 

cultural and religious background, so that a Hindu might understand that he has had 

an experience of Krishna, while a Roman Catholic might! believe that she has 
encountered the Vrrgin Mary. However, there do seem to be some common features of 

such experiences, and several thinkers have tried to analyse whdt those features are and 

have tried to determine whether they can tell us anything significant about human 
nature; and, perhaps, about God. 

C. Stephen Evans, in his book Philosophy of Religion (lntervarsity Press, 1985), draws 
a distinction between what he calls 'the religious dimensi<i>n of experience' and 

'religious experience'. By the former, he means the habit of religious believers of 

interpreting their lives and the world around them in a religious way. They might, for 

example, experience the world 'as an orderly, purposeful reality' and so be drawn to 

teleological arguments for the existence of God and see the hand of God at work in the 

natural world around them. 'Religious experience' is the term we usually use for 
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particular events which have been interpreted as encounters with the divine. Evans 

believes that these religious experiences generally fall into one of two types: 

1. A monist experience, in which the individual becomes intensely aware of the 

essential one-ness of all things, feeling that he or she is in union with the divine and 

that God can be found in the self and in the natural world. This sort of experience is 
particularly typical of Hindu mysticism, and is described in the Upanishads: 

When a man knows God, he is free: his sorrows have an end, and birth and death are 

no more. When in inner union he is beyond the world of the body, then the third 
world, the world of the Spirit, is found, where the power of the All is, and man has all: 

for he is one with the ONE. (Svetasvatara Upanishad 1) 

Many Hindus meditate in an attempt to 

achieve a mystic, monist union with the 

divine. 

2. A sense of the separateness or otherness of God, in which the individual becomes 

aware of the greatness and the mystery of God, and aware of his or her own smallness 

in comparison. This was an idea explored by Rudolf Otto in his book The Idea of the 

Holy (Oxford University Press, 1923); Evans uses Otto's term in calling this kind of 

experience 'numinous'. It is the kind of experience described in Psalm 8, where the 

writer tried to capture his sense of the greatness of God in comparison with his own 
insignificance: 

When I consider your heavens, 

the work of your fingers, 

the moon and the stars, 

which you have set in place, 

what is man that you are mindful of him, 

the son of man that you care for him? (Psalm 8: 3-4) 

Evans identifies three elements which he considers to be common to religious 
experience, although the emphasis might be different in the traditions of different 
religions, and in different individual experiences: 

• 
• 
• 

a sense of unity with God and with the world; 

a sense of dependence; 

a sense of separateness . 
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Objectivist and subjectivist views of reHgious experience 

An objectivist view of religious experience is that if a religious experience is true, it is 
evidence of the existence of a God who exists independently, outside the human mind, 

and who can be encountered through experience. However, some people argue that 

objective religious experiences are impossible, as we have no way of knowing whether 

the object of someone's religious experience is actually God, or whether it just seemed 

like God to that person. And how, they ask, can we know enough about what God is 
like to recognise him if we met him? Also, those who follow Antony Flew in his 

definitions of what makes a meaningful statement (see pages 216-18) might say that 

reports of religious experience as objective encounters are unfalsifiable and therefore 

meaningless. 

A subjectivist view of religious experience says that what is important about religious 
experience is the effect that it has on the believer. It is not necessary to think in terms 
of an actual, objective being which we call God (but God's existence is not denied 

either). The meaning of a religious experience is the meaning given to it by the believer. 

If someone genuinely believes that he or she has had a direct encounter with God, then 

the experience of God is true for that person. 

It could be argued, however, that subjectivist views dilute religious experience, so that 

it does not matter whether they really are encounters between people and God or not 

(which many religious believers would say is the whole point of them). Subjectivist 
views might seem to reduce religious experience to the level of a particular personal 

mental state, such as a dream or a strong emotion. This does not seem consistent with 

many reports of religious experience, such as the majority of those in the Bible, which 

are described with vividness as real encounters; it also does not account for corporate 

religious experience such as the story of Pentecost, where a group of people together 

all shared in the same event: 

When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a sound 
like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where 
they were sitting. They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came 
to rest on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak 

in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them. (Acts 2: 1-4) 
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Rudolf Otto: Das Heilige (The Idea of the Holy) (1917) 

Rudolf Otto (1869-193 7) was a Protestant theologian who used his vast knowledge of natural 
sciences, comparative religion and oriental traditions to try to analyse religion. In his book, 

lbe Idea of the Holy, Otto tried to identify what it was about a religious experience that made 

it religious, rather than just an experience. He wanted to show that it was fundamental to 
religion that individuals should have a sense of a personal encounter with natural forces, 

which he described as 'mysterium tremendum et fuscinans'. That encounter would bring a 

sense of awe and mystery, a feeling of strangeness. Otto said that the divine would be 

recognised as having three main qualities: 

1. A mysterious quality; a realisation that God is incomprehensible, that God can be met 

and his work can be seen and yet that God can never be captured, fully understood or 

described. 

2. God is recognised as being of ultimate importance. 

3. God has a quality that is both attractive and dangerous. Otto tried to explain the 

feeling that God cannot be controlled, but that at the same time the individual feels a 

sense of privilege during a religious experience. 

Otto made use of the term 'numinous', which he used to describe the feeling of 

awe-inspiring holiness. He said that ordinary language could not do justice to religious 

experience, because it is an experience unlike others within normal sense-experience. 

He argued that religious language is a 'schema', an attempt to find clusters of words 

which approach the idea being expressed, although the idea in itself is inexpressible. 

Otto's book was important because for the first time someone tried to express and 

understand the 'otherness' of religious experience. 

Peter Donovan, in his book, Interpreting Religious Experience writes: 

In The Idea of the Holy, Rudolf Otto portrays as central in all religions an 
apprehension of awesome, felt as a reality outside the self, which he calls the 
numinous. Arising directly from this experience is another which Otto describes as 
creature-consciousness: 'It is the emotion of a creature, submerged and overwhelmed 
by its own nothingness in contrast to that which is supreme above all creatures. ' Ibis 
two-fold experience, holiness and dread, sense of overpowering majesty and feeling of 
one's own worthlessness, is characteristic of the more dramatic types of conversion 
and regeneration. 

I 
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Just as awareness of holiness produces fear, terror and dread at a level far more 

profound than mere moral guilt or remorse, it also fascinates and attracts, arousing a 
longing for redemption and salvation. It is the presence of these emotions of numinous 

wonder and awe that characteristically makes religious conversions more than mere 

changes in life-style, or the 'turning over of a new leaf'. 

Scbleiermacher's thought 

Otto was developing the ideas of Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834), a theologian 

who claimed that the essence of religion was based in personal experience, and it was 

not enough just to agree to a set of doctrines, or commit oneself to a set of ethical 
principles. Schleiermacher believed that every person has a consciousness of the 

divine, but that in many people this is obscured by other concerns. Religious people 

are those who are aware of, and try to develop, this sense of the divine. His most 

famous book was called On Religion: Speeches to its Cultured Despisers. 

According to Schleiermacher, religious experience is 'self-authenticating': it requires no 

other testing to see if it is genuine. He thought that doctrines such as the creed were 

attempts by individuals to understand their religious experience, which went against 

the thinking that experience had to be seen within the framework of existing doctrine. 

In the Roman Catholic tradition, the experiences of mystics had to be tested against the 
Church's teaching and against Scripture before they were considered to be genuine, 

whereas in Schleiermacher's view, the experiences should have priority and the 
statements of belief should be formulated to fit them. 

Schleiermacher was reacting against the contemporary view of eighteenth-century 

Germany, that reason was of prime importance. He called religion 'a sense and taste for 

the infinite' and also 'the feeling of absolute dependence', and believed that feeling and 

experience were all-important. An individual's religious experience was based on the 

sense of being wholly dependent. In his view, religious experience could take a variety 

of different forms in different cultures, and the different religions of the world were 

reflections of this. He believed that Christianity was the highest of the religions, but not 

the only true one. Christianity was the highest because, in Jesus Christ, there was the 

only example of someone with complete 'God-consciousness', totally unobscured. 

Those who criticised Schleiermacher's view thought that he put too much emphasis on 
the subjective, reducing religion to emotion and removing the possibility of showing 
that religious claims are based on fact. Some critics argued that there has to be the 

possibility of testing experiences against the Bible and the doctrines of the Church, 
otherwise any such experience would count as valid - even, perhaps, hallucinations 
caused by mental illness or drugs. 
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Different forms of religious experience 

Visions and voices 

These are probably the forms of experience that many people think of when they 
consider 'religious experience'. In visions, the person having the experience feels that he 

or she can actually see something supernatural, whether it is Mother Kali, the Vrrgin Mary, 

a ladder coming from the sky or an angel. It is not always clear, in reports of such 

experiences, whether 'seeing' is being used as a metaphor, or whether the people 

reporting the vision believe that they could see it in just the same way as they see things 
in their everyday lives. In the Bible, the vision of Isaiah in the Temple at the point when 

he was called to be a prophet is a particularly powerful example (Isaiah 6: 1-8). Isaiah 'saw 

God' and was able afterwards to give a detailed description of the different heavenly 

beings he encountered. When people hear voices, this can be equally dramatic, and they 

give reports of exactly what was said to them. In the story of the boy Samuel in the Temple 

(1 Samuel3), Samuel is woken from sleep by a voice, and he believes it to be his master 

Eli because the voice is so vivid, suggesting that this is not meant to be understood 
metaphorically but as a real sound available to the ears. In many reports, visions and 

voices are combined, when the person encounters someone who gives a message. For 

example, Saint Bernadette Soubirous both saw and heard the Vrrgin Mary at Lourdes. She 

could describe what Mary had been wearing, and recorded the words that had been 

spoken to her. 

Numinous experiences 

These are, by their nature, difficult to define, and they are reported by both theists and non

theists. According to Rudolph Otto, in The Idea of the Holy, numinous experiences are at 
the heart of all religious experience. Otto describes it as 'the distinctive experience of God, 
at once ineffably transcendent, remote, yet stirring a recognition that here is the primary 

source of beauty and love'. These are times when the individual gains a new and deeper 

understanding of reality, and feels as if he or she has touched on a different dimension, 
becoming filled with a sense of awe and wonder. It may be triggered by being out in the 

countryside in the early morning, or while witnessing a scene of beauty or the birth of a 
baby, but it can just happen out of nowhere in the most ordinary of circumstances. The 

experience itself may be fleeting, but the effects are lasting. 



Understanding Philosophy of Religion 

Conversion experience 

Conversion experiences can be dramatic, or they can be gentler and slower to develop. 

This kind of religious experience tends to follow a basic pattern: 

1. The individual is dissatisfied with his or her current 'system of ideas' (a phrase from 
Our Experience of God by H. D. Lewis, Allen & Unwin, 1959). People are not likely to 

be converted if they are quite content as they are. 

2. The person searches, at both an intellectual level and an emotional level, for a basis 

on which to make a decision. For example, he or she may turn to the Bible, be 

persuaded to go to an evangelical meeting or a church service, or listen to stories of 

other conversions. 

3. There is a point of crisis, which is a time of intense emotion, sometimes with physical 

symptoms as well as emotions. Often this is described as a sense of the presence of God, 

a sense of sinfulness and repentance. Sometimes the experience is described in terms of 
visions, bright light and voices. 

4. This is followed by a sense of peace and joy, and a loss of worry. There is also a desire 
to share the new faith with other people, to talk about the experience. 

5. In the longer term, the convert experiences a change of direction, a new sense of 
purpose in life, and sometimes a complete change of career. 

Conversion experiences have been the focus of a number of sociological and 

psychological studies that have attempted to determine whether there are particular 

personality traits or other circumstances which might make some individuals more 

susceptible to conversion experiences than others. 

In the 1960s, two American sociologists called John Lofland and Rodney Stark made a 
study of conversion experiences, concentrating in particular on conversions to the 

Unification Church (a sect commonly known as the 'Moonies'). Their 1965 study 

(published in the American Sociological Review, Vol. 30 No. 6) suggested that conversion 

experiences follow a pattern which can be seen to be common in all kinds of conversions 

- not only religious conversions, but conversions from one political party to another, for 

example. 

Conversion experiences can be the subject of controversy. All human behaviour happens 
within a social context, so it can be difficult to separate internal spiritual influences from 
external social causes, and it can be impossible to tell what a person might have done or 

how he or she might have felt without those outside influences. 
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Corporate religious experience 

This is where several different people all have the same, or a similar, religious experience 

at the same time. It is quite unusual. Usually religious experiences occur privately to 

individuals, but there have been reports of groups of people all sharing the same feelings 

and receiving the same messages. A biblical example of this is the story of Pentecost in 
chapter 2 of the book of Acts, where everyone felt the same sensation of a rushing mighty 

wind, and saw the same tongues of fire appearing. The 'Toronto Blessing' is a modem 

phenomenon in the United States and Canada, first documented in the 1990s, when 
groups of people all worshipping together appeared to have the same experience of being 

overcome by the Holy Spirit, which caused them to weep or laugh uncontrollably and fall 

to the ground. A further example might be the experiences reported in the village of 

Medjugorje in Bosnia, where six young teenagers and children allegedly had visions of the 

Vrrgin Mary and received messages from her. 

Corporate religious experiences can seem to have more evidential force than solitary ones. 
In science, the more times an experiment can be witnessed by different people, the more 

weight is added; so perhaps if several people all share the same religious experience, this 

might mean that it is more likely to be veridical. However, others argue that there may be 

elements of group pressure at work Someone might say that they can see and hear 

something, and others might join in and agree that they can see and hear it too because 

they want to be included. In the case of the Toronto Blessing, many have suggested that 

the experiences are caused by whipped-up hysteria in a heightened emotional 

atmosphere, rather than by the Holy Spirit. 

Gates of Dawn', Rat and Mole have a numinous ~pe.tier1ce 

on the river. 

William James: The Varieties of Religious Experience 

Piper at the 
while out 

Probably the best-known book on the subject of religious experience was written 

by William James at the beginning of the twentieth century. The Varieties of 
Religious Experience was not originally written as a book, but as a series of 

lectures, called the Gifford Lectures, given in Edinburgh in 1901-2, with the 
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sub-title 'A study in human nature'. When the lectures were published as a book, it 

was immediately successful, not only because its anecdotes of religious experience 
were fascinating in themselves, but because of the sympathy and intelligence with 

which James discussed his insights. 

In his book, James was not trying to hammer home an evangelical Christian message, 
and did not set out to dismiss the importance of religious experience or to prove that it 

had no basis. His aim was to take as objective a stance as he could, to take personal 
accounts of religious experience seriously, and to make observations about them which 
he hoped would lead to some significant insights. 

William james' book The Varieties of 
Religious Experience is regarded as a 
classic for its attempt to look at 
religious experience in an objective yet 
sympathetic way. 

William James (1842-1910) came from an outstanding family who lived in Boston, 

Massachusetts. His brother was Henry James, the novelist, and his father was a 

religious writer who was rich enough to be able to pursue his interests without 

having to work for a living. William James was brought up in an atmosphere of 

intellectual discussion and free thinking, where it was acceptable to question 

traditionally held beliefs. He chose a career in medicine and qualified as a 
doctor at Harvard University, becoming professor of physiology, psychology 

and philosophy, so he was well trained in scientific method as well as having an 

understanding of the limitations of certainty when it came to analysing human 

beings. James set out to study religious experience through scientific investigation, 

as far as was possible, by looking at a variety of sources and comparing reports of 

religious experience to see if they had any common features or characteristics that 
might add to human understanding. 

James was not trying to make a value-judgement about religion as a whole, and not 
trying to prove religious experience to be true or false. He wanted . to look at 
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religious experience objectively. Of course, it is never possible for anyone to 
approach a subject of investigation without any preconceived ideas about what the 

results of the investigation might show, and it is impossible for anyone to make a 
study without their own personality creeping in as they decide which direction to 

take next and what to select as interesting from their findings. Some people will 

approach a study of religion from within, expecting to affirm beliefs they already 
hold, while others will approach from a position of scepticism, assuming that 

accounts of religious experience are based on illusion and can be explained away. 

James' own position, of being prepared to accept the possibility that religious 

experience might have some validity, also shows preconceived ideas, and so it 

could be argued that his book was no more 'objective' than a study from a Christian 

writer or an atheist. However, his intention was to avoid, as far as he could, 
colouring the results of his studies with his own interpretations, and he tried hard 

to allow the facts (as he saw them) to speak for themselves. 

One of the ways in which he did this was to include in his book many first-hand 

accounts of religious experience, in the words of the people who told him their stories. 
James considers, for example, what is understood by 'conversion', and gives various 

accounts of different conversion experiences. His understanding is that the term relates 

to a process where someone who is 'divided', and conscious of being wrong and 

unhappy, becomes much more confident about what is right, and much happier, as a 

'consequence of a firmer hold on religious realities'. James recognises that this can be 

a sudden or a gradual process. 

One of the cases described by James is that of Stephen Bradley, who was an uneducated 

man. Bradley considered himself a Christian from the age of 14, because of an 

experience in which 'I thought I saw the Saviour, by faith, in human shape, for about 
one second in the room, with arms extended, appearing to say to me, "Come".' But 

nine years later, there was a religious revival in his village, and he realised that he was 

not as certain in his faith as other people seemed to be; he wanted this certainty. He 

went to hear a Methodist preacher and, although he 'trembled involuntarily', he 'felt 

nothing at heart'. Later that evening: 

I began to feel my heart beat very quick all on a sudden, which made me at first think 

that perhaps something is going to ail me, though I was not alarmed, for I felt no pain. 
My heart increased in its beating, which soon convinced me that it was the Holy Spirit 
from the effect it had on me. I began to feel exceedingly happy and humble, and such a 

II 
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sense of unworthiness as I never felt before. . . . a stream (resembling air in feeling) came 
into my mouth and heart in a more sensible manner than that of drinking anything, 
which continued, as near as I could judge, five minutes or more, which appeared to be 
the cause of such a palpitation in my heart. 

He goes on to describe how he felt the presence of angels, and it seemed as if his 

reading of the Bible was directly the word of God speaking to him. He felt a sense of 

commission to go and speak to his neighbours about religion, and he thought his faith 

had an unshakeable quality which it had lacked before. 

James also presents the example of S. H. Hadley, who describes himself before his 

conversion as 'a homeless, friendless, dying drunkard'. Then 'I seemed to feel some 

great and mighty presence. I did not know then what it was. I did learn aftetwards that 

it was Jesus, the sinner's friend.' Hadley decided to stop drinking, and took himself to 
a mission, where he was impressed by the preacher's conviction of faith. He heard 

testimonies of 'twenty-five or thirty persons, every one of whom had been saved from 

rum' and he went fotward to be prayed for. Hadley describes how: 

I said, 'Dear jesus, can you help me?' Never with mortal tongue can I describe that 

moment. Although up to that moment my soul had been filled with indescribable 
gloom, I felt the glorious brightness of the noonday sun shine into my heart. I felt I 
was a free man. 

Hadley said that he never wanted another drink, and he felt a new sense of 

commission. James reports that Hadley then 'became an active and useful rescuer of 
drunkards in New York'. 

Other experiences include that of an Oxford graduate who was the son of a clergyman 

but who had not been interested in the church until he 'was converted in my own 

bedroom in my father's rectory house at precisely three o'clock in the afternoon of a 

hot July day Ouly 13, 1886)'. This was straight after reading a book about religion. 

Can experiences such as these be used as evidence for the existence of God? Many 

people would say not. The experiences, they argue, cannot be tested by others, and this 

makes them unsuitable for any kind of 'scientific' study. Although we have these 

accounts of experiences, in the person's own words, we have no way of recreating 
them for ourselves - even if we go to religious revivals, or give up alcohol, or read 

books about religion, it will not be the same, and we would not be surprised if nothing 

happened to us at all. 

James, however, believed that, up to a point at least, the experiences could be tested 

for validity. In his book he argues that the test of religious experiences was not the 

dramatic nature of 'super-normal incidents, such as voices and visions and 



Key term 

Pragmatism - a 

way of thinking 

which says that 

the truth or 

meaning of 

something 
depends, at least 
in part, on its 
practical 

consequences. 

Understanding Philosophy of Religion 

overpowering impressions of the meaning of suddenly presented scripture texts, the 
melting emotions and tumultuous affections connected with the crisis of change' which 

'may all come by way of nature ... ', but 'the real witness ... is to be found only in the 

disposition of the genuine child of God, the permanently patient heart, the love of self 

eradicated. And this, it has to be admitted, is also found in those who pass no crisis, 

and may even be found outside of Christianity altogether.' 

For James, then, a religious experience does not have to be marked by dramatic 

supernatural events, although it can be; the real test of what happened is the long-term 

change in the person. James is known as a pragmatist; that is, someone who holds that 
the truth of something can be determined by its practical effects and consequences. 

Other thinkers, however, have disagreed with this view. Bertrand Russell, in his radio 

debate with Copleston about the existence of God, stated quite firmly his view: 'The 

fact that a belief has a good moral effect upon a man is no evidence whatsoever in 

favour of its truth.' Russell argued that it might be possible, for example, for someone 

to be profoundly affected for the good by a story about a great hero, but this could 

happen even if the story was a myth and the hero was entirely fictional. 

behaviour provide evidence of the existence of Santa Claus? 

Does James' 'test' show that religious experiences come from a real encounter with a 

God who exists 'out there' objectively; in other words, that religious experiences can be 

veridical? Or does it show only the force of the experience within the mind of that 

individual, subjectively? 

James recognised that psychological interpretations of conversion would look to the 

subconscious mind for the origins of religious experience, whereas the religious 
believer would look to God, and he did not offer his own view to tell us which he 
thought was the better interpretation. He did, however, stress that religious experience 
can often have a power which takes over the individual's whole life and often changes 

it for the better. 

The main arguments of The Varieties of Religious Experience are as follows: 

1. In James' view, the spiritual value of religious experiences is not undone even if we 

can find a psychological explanation for the experiences. James particularly rejected the 
view that religious experience was the result of a repressed or perverted sexuality 

I 



Understanding Philosophy of Religion 

(which was the interpretation being offered by Freud and his followers). He said that 

this view was just an attempt to discredit religion by those who started with an 
antipathy towards it; study of religious life shows that the context of religion is 

disconnected from that of sexual consciousness. 

2. James did not agree that there was a single feature of religious experience that 

defines it, but he understood it to be 'The feelings, acts, and experiences of individual 

men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to 
whatever they may consider the divine.' He said that, in the human consciousness, 

there is 'a sense of reality, a feeling of objective presence, a perception of what we may 

call "something there"'. 

3. The experiences of great religious figures can set patterns for the conventional 

believer to study. James gives examples of 'saintliness', lives which have followed from 

the conversion or mystical experiences described, and refers especially to St Teresa of 

Avila 'one of the ablest women, in many respects, of whose life we have the record'. He 

uses these examples to show that Christians can be strong people, who have helped 

society to progress and adapt. People can learn from the experiences of these saints 

whether or not they have similar experiences of their own. 

4. James believed that religious experience was more important as a focus of study 
than religious practice or religious institutions such as the Church. He thought that 

religious institutions were secondary, because they came about as a result of personal 
religious experience. 

James identified four main qualities of a religious experience: 

1. Ineffability: by this, he meant that the experience is impossible to express 
adequately in normal language. 

2. Noetic quality: the experience gives the person an understanding of important 

truths, which could not have been reached through the use of reason alone. People 
who have had religious experiences often speak in terms of having had the truth 
revealed to them. 

3. 'Jioansience: the experience is over quite soon, lasting no more than a few hours, 

even though the effect of the experience could last a lifetime. 

4. Passivity: the person having the experience feels as if the experience is being 
controlled from outside themselves - they are the recipients of the experience, rather 
than the instigators of it. 

Key terms 
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On the subject of conversion experiences, James argues: 

'To say that a man is "converted" means, in these terms, that religious ideas, 
previously peripheral in his consciousness, now take a central place, and that 
religious aims form the habitual centre of his energy. ' In other words, a religious 
conversion experience can change someone's whole outlook on life, so that before the 
experience they might just have been aware of the existence of religious ideas whereas 
afterwards, religious ideas are the person's starting-point for his or her interpretation 
of the world. 

James thought that psychology can describe conversion, but it is unable to account for 

all the factors in any given case, and he asserted that the conversion experience can be 

tested by its results. He argues that the final test of an experience is not its origin, but 

the way it works, rather like the test of whether a medicine is a valid one. Christian 

believers might support James in this opinion; the Bible refers to the 'evidence' of the 

Holy Spirit as a way for Christians to test Weir experiences and the claims of others: 
'But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

gentleness and self-control' (Galatians 5:22). 

When James gives examples of different experiences, he notes how convincing these 

experiences are to the person having the experience. He says: 'They are as convincing to 

those who have them as any direct sensible experiences can be, and they are, as a rule, 

much more convincing than results established by mere logic ever are.' Some people 
have tried to use the strength of someone's belief that they have encountered God as 

evidence that it must have really happened, but other people reject this line of argument, 
saying that something is not necessarily true no matter how sincerely people believe it. 

James concluded that although religious experience does not give proof of anything, 
it is reasonable to believe that there is a personal God who is interested in the world 

and in individuals. He recognised that this was what he called a hypothesis, but said 

that it was a perfectly reasonable hypothesis; and that it was not reasonable for 

scholars or ordinary people to reject clear evidence of religious experience just 
because they started from a position of scepticism. 

Criticisms of james 

In spite of the success of the book at the time, few philosophers have followed William 

James in his conclusions. Some later philosophers have argued that language analysis 

(such as that of the Logical Positivists, or the work of Wittgenstein, see pages 220-3) 

has made James' work obsolete. The British philosopher Antony Flew, for example, in 

his discussion of religious language in 'Theology and falsification' (1950), concluded 

that statements which cannot be tested empirically (using the five senses) are 
meaningless. A statement such as 'I saw a vision of the risen Christ' cannot be tested in 
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this way. James' test of religious experience through its results in the life of the 

individual would be rejected by Flew. 

It seems that James is basing his thinking on a subjective understanding of religious 
experience, concentrating on whether the experience is true for the individual, rather 

than whether it relates to a God who exists in the 'real world'. This is a question James 

leaves unanswered, and many would agree that he was wise to do so. James might have 

established that the behaviour of an individual after a religious experience is consistent 
with what we might expect if God did exist, but this in itself does not show that there 

really must be a God. If we were to take the same approach that David Hume took with 

regard to the cosmological and teleological arguments for God's existence, we might 

consider whether there were also other possible causes of a religious experience. 
Perhaps it could be caused when the mind was in a particularly vulnerable state, for 

example during a serious illness or after fasting or a period of solitary confinement 
(James admits that the sensations of a religious experience can be duplicated by alcohol 

and other drugs). Perhaps religious experiences are created by a whole committee of 

gods, or even by demons, or perhaps by telepathic forces of some kind. 

A modern study of religious experience: 
Religious Experience Toda.y: Studying the Facts by David Hay 

Religious Experience Today was frrst published in 1990, and came out of the findings 

of a group of researchers at the Hardy Research Centre at Manchester College, Oxford 
(today called Harris Manchester College); David Hay is one of the researchers, writing 

about how the research happened to begin and what has been discovered so far. 

When Manchester College, Oxford was founded in 1889, its vice-principal was a man 
named]. Estlin Carpenter. Carpenter had a religious experience when out walking, 

where he suddenly became aware of the presence of God around him, even though he 

had not consciously been seeking any kind of understanding of God. In 1894, 

Carpenter went to the USA, where he met Edwin Starbuck, a pupil of William James. 

Starbuck was the first to construct a questionnaire which inquired about the prevalence 

of religious experience among ordinary people. When Carpenter returned to England, 

he brought some copies of the questionnaire to distribute among staff and students; 
and later, William James, having given the Gifford Lectures in Edinburgh which 

provided the basis for The Varieties of Religious Experience, came to speak in Oxford 

at Carpenter's invitation. Carpenter was of the opinion that religious experience was a 

universal phenomenon, which could be found in all cultures and societies. 

Later, Alister Hardy, who was born in 1896, and studied natural history at Oxford, 

became interested in bridging the gap between the zoology and marine biology that he 
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was studying, with his own sense of the mystical. He wanted to use scientific means to 
explore the extent and nature of religious experience as a part of human life. Hardy's 
idea was to set up a special research unit in Oxford. 

Eventually, in 1969 when Hardy was 73, the Religious Experience Research Unit was set up. 
Hardy appealed to the public for accounts of personal religious experience. At first he asked 

people through the religious press, but this proved to be disappointing as the responses 
were mainly from elderly ladies. By advertising in the Guardian, the Observer and The 
Times, and through the BBC, as well as through articles published in the USA, Australia and 
New Zealand, Hardy's unit received over 1,500 responses, which then had to be classified. 

The examples of experience tended to fall into one of a variety of types: 

1. A sense of the patterning of events, where individuals feel overwhelmed by a 
sense that their lives have an unfolding pattern to them, that they are being guided 

by God and that the things which happen to them are not the result of chance. 

2. A sense of the presence of God, often in the most ordinary of circumstances; 
the respondents described the sudden conviction of the reality and presence of 
God around them, which often took them by surprise because of its spontaneity. 

3. Answered prayer - people who wrote to the research centre described 
occasions where they had actively looked for divine help in different 

circumstances, perhaps for healing, and went on to describe how they believed 
that their prayers had been answered. Not all of these prayers were in times of 

distress. 

4. A presence not called God - some respondents were unhappy with 
conventional ideas of God, and preferred to write of sensing a presence which 
they were unwilling to describe as God, preferring to talk of a pervading power or 
just a presence. 

5. A sense of the presence of the dead - some people who wrote described an 
awareness of the presence of a dead person with them; quite often a close relative. 
Nearly a fifth of the population of Britain claim to have had this sort of experience. 
According to the research centre, these experiences seemed to be more common 
among the less well-educated; they were often given a religious interpretation, 
where God had sent the dead person back to comfort the living. 

6. A sacred presence in nature- this is often reported by better educated people; 

David Hay suggests that this is perhaps because of the respectability given to the 
idea by people such as Wordsworth. 
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7. A sense of evil or occult forces - people wrote and described occasions when 

they were overwhelmed by a sense of absolute evil. 

8. An experience that all things are 'one', a sense of unity with other aspects of the 

world, a loss of identity and a sense of being part of the whole. 

This report came to a number of conclusions: 

• religious experience can often be 'triggered', for example by listening to music, 

by prayer, or the beauty of nature, by attending a church service, by watching 

little children playing or by reading the Bible; 

• between half and two-thirds of the adult population claim to have had some 

kind of religious experience; 

• these people are, on the whole, better educated than average, and are happier 

people; 
• a large proportion has never spoken to anyone about their experiences; 

• young and old people are equally likely to report religious experience; 

• many of these people have no connection with any formal or institutional 

religion; 

• patterns are similar in the UK, Australia and the USA. 

Hay expressed the opinion that, while claims to religious experience were 
sometimes clearly connected with insanity, there were strong grounds to suggest 

that religious experience should be taken seriously. The facts, he said, did not bear 

out the suggestions that religious experience was the result of social or individual 

pathology. 

of Wales, Lampeter. It 
(http:/ Jwww.lamp.ac.uk). 

is well worth a visit 

Swinburne's principles of credulity and testimony 

In his books Is There a God? (Oxford University Press, 1996) and The Existence of 

God (2nd edn, Clarendon Press, 2004), Richard Swinburne supports the argument 

from religious experience. He makes a case that we should treat reports of 
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religious experience in the same way that we treat reports of other, non-religious 
experiences: unless we have a good reason to be suspicious of these reports, we 

should believe them and take them at face value. 

message fi:om God yesterday, would your reaction be the same? Why, or why not? 

Early one morning, when I was out walking my Labrador, I met another dog-walker. 
I had seen him a few times before. It was a frosty, late winter morning, and while the 
two dogs played chase with each other around the trees, the other walker pointed out 
to me where the snowdrops were growing, and the winter aconites, the catkins on the 
silver birches, and the new shoots that would later become a carpet of bluebells. We 
agreed what a beautiful morning it was. Then we called our dogs back and went off 
in our separate directions. 

Do you believe me, that I genuinely met this man one morning? You might think, 

there is no good reason to suspect otherwise. This woman has written this book 

and someone has agreed to publish it, so we can make a fair assumption that she 

tells the truth at least some of the time. It is not an unlikely event: dog-walkers 

meet other dog-walkers on a regular basis, and the plants described are the ones 
which normally appear in late winter. So you might accept the story as true. Then 

again, you might treat it with scepticism. You might think, she has something to 
gain by telling us this story, so she might have made it up; perhaps she thought the 

book was going to be too short and just wanted to fill up the pages. You might 

think, I've never met this woman and it could be the case that she makes things up 

all the time - she might not even have a dog. Or perhaps she thinks that she went 

out for this walk, and genuinely believes it herself, but in reality she is in a 
maximum security hospital and only let out occasionally ... 

However, the chances are that you did believe me- because we usually accept what other 

people tell us about their experiences, unless we happen to be of a particularly suspicious 

nature, or unless we have good reason to think they are not telling us the truth. 

Early one morning, when I was out walking my dog, I met with God. It was a frosty, 
late-winter morning, and while my dog ran about in the trees, God showed me a 

perfectly formed clump of snowdrops. He showed me where he had made frost to edge 

every blade of grass and every leaf, and how it glittered like diamonds in the sun. He 
showed me the catkins and the tiny buds and shoots, and reassured me that he was 
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in control of the world he had made, that he had designed it all and that it was very 
beautiful. Then I called my dog back and set off for home to write this. 

Now do you believe me? According to Swinburne, you should treat my second account 

in just the same way that you treated my first one: by believing me, unless you have a 

strong reason to doubt that I am telling the truth. 

Swinburne explains his principles of credulity and testimony in his book Is Jhere a 
God?, which was written largely as a response to Richard Dawkins' The Blind 
Watchmaker (Penguin, 1994). Swinburne argues that, when people tell us of their 

experiences, we should accept that the person who has had the experience is in the 

best position to know what really happened, even if other people subsequently try to 

put a different interpretation on it. 

The principle of credulity is very simple: it just says that experience is normally 

reliable, and the balance of probability says that experience can be trusted. Even if some 

experiences turn out to be misleading, we should take the more likely view, which is 

that we can trust experience. Swinburne is not saying that experien~e is infallible; he is 
saying that it is more likely to be true than not, and therefore we should accept it on 

balance, unless we have convincing reasons not to. We know that sometimes our senses 

mislead us, and our experiences lead us to draw wrong conclusions, for example when 

we think we see someone we know well in the street and then realise that it is in fact 

a stranger. But usually, when we think we recognise someone, we need to accept our 

own instincts, or we will get nowhere - if it looks like Grace, it sounds like Grace, it is 
wearing Grace's coat and has Grace's laugh, then we are better off accepting that it 

really is Grace rather than continuing in a state of suspicion and thinking that our 

perceptions might be wrong. 

Initial scepticism about perceptual claims - regarding them as guilty until proved 
innocent - will give you no knowledge at all. Initial credulity is the only attitude 

a rational man can take- there is no half-way house. However, claims which can 
subsequently be shown unreasonable can be weeded out. But the onus remains on 
the challenger. Unless we take perceptual claims seriously, whatever they are 
about, we shall find ourselves in an epistemological Queer Street. Religious 
perceptual claims deserve to be taken as seriously as perceptual claims of any 
other kind. (Swinburne, Is There a God?, Oxford University Press, 1996) 

Interestingly, Swinburne is using the same sort of argument that Hume used when he 

was trying to discredit belief in miracles. Hume was saying that we should go with the 

more likely explanation (which for him was the non-supernatural one in every case), 
whereas although Swinburne is also saying that we should go with the more likely 
approach, this leads him to the view that we should accept experience, including 

religious experience, at face value unless we have a good reason not to. 
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The principle of testimony works in a similar way. We find that, usually, people tell us 
the truth. Less often, they are mistaken or only joking or deliberately deceitful, but in 

most cases, we can believe what we are told. Therefore, we should go with the 

balance of probability when we are told something, and we should accept someone's 

account of their personal religious experience. 

Bernadette Soubirous' reports of visions of 
the Virgin Mary at Lourdes led to the 
building of a centre for Christian 

pilgrimage. According to Swinburne, if she 
said that she saw the Virgin Mary, then she 
probably did. 

The writer C. Stephen Evans largely agrees with Swinburne: 

It seems reasonable to me therefore to take the experiences of theists as prima-facie 
evidence that God is indeed real, following the principle of credulity. However ... 
the failure of the experiences to be universally shared still makes one suspicious. 

like other 

them at 
should 

]. L. Mackie, however, in The Miracle of Theism (Oxford University Press, 1983), 
disagrees. The Miracle of Theism is an ironic title, meaning, it is a 'miracle' that anyone 

believes in God given the weight of the arguments against his existence. He says, in 
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response to the principle of testimony, that when people tell us things they could be 

telling the truth, they could be deliberately deceiving us or they could be mistaken. We 

might know that the person who speaks is usually trustworthy and unlikely to be 

deliberately deceiving when they give reports of religious experience, but they could 

easily be mistaken, by putting a wrong interpretation onto whatever they felt, and 
assuming it to come from God when in fact it came from another source entirely. For 

Mackie, the balance of probability suggests that the mistake is more likely than the 

supernatural explanation, and therefore we should go with the view that these people 
are mistaken, however sincere they might be. 

Swinburne's principles of credulity and testimony have been criticised by a number of 

scholars, including Caroline Franks Davis, Richard Gale and Michael Martin. Some, 

such as Gale, argue that religious experience is not the same as other types of 
experience, and that therefore usual rules about when to accept an experience at face 

value do not apply. It may be true that we should, as a general rule, accept that if we 

perceive something, it is as we perceive it to be, but they argue that this applies to 

everyday experiences available to the five senses only, and not to other kinds of 

experience. If we dream, for example, that there are monsters under our beds, then in 

a sense we 'experience' the monsters, but most people would argue that as a general 

rule we should not take 'dream experiences' at face value and assume that our dream 
perceptions are veridical. Caroline Franks Davis, in her book Tbe Evidential Force of 

Religious Experience (Oxford University Press, 2004), argues that we take reports of any 
kind of experience at face value, unless there is some special importance attached to 

whether or not the reporter is telling the truth. So, for example, we would not take at 

face value the report of someone who claimed to have witnessed someone else 

committing a crime, without wanting to check that the reporter had good eyesight, that 
it happened in a clear light and so on. Davis argues that the question of the existence 

of God is not the sort of trivial matter where we would be happy to take someone else's 

word for it - it is a question of ultimate importance, and therefore needs investigating 

further. Swinburne perhaps needs to make a stronger case to support the view that 

religious experiences should be treated in the same way as other, more ordinary kinds 
of experience. 

Some atheists, such as Michael Martin (Atheism: A Philosophical justification, Temple 

University Press, 1990), claim that Swinburne's principles of credulity and testimony 

can also lead to the conclusion that there is no God. An atheist might be said to 

experience the world as godless, and to have a strong sense of the absence of God; 
using Swinburne's argument, perhaps we should conclude that the world is probably 

as the experience suggests and that there is no God. Caroline Franks Davis takes this 

further by referring not only to the absence of any religious experience, but to those 
who have definite experiences in which they feel that God does not exist or has 

abandoned them; experiences which are often known as 'dark nights of the soul'. 
Bertrand Russell, too, pointed out that: 
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. . . there are abundant recorded cases of people who believe that they've heard Satan 
speaking to them in their hearts, in just the same way as the mystics assert God ... 
and I don't see that from what mystics tell us you can get any argument for God 
which is not equally an argument for Satan. 

Swinburne, however, responds to this criticism by arguing that the principle of 
credulity cannot be applied in the negative. His principle of credulity; he argues, is that 

if it seems to a person that X is present, then X probably is present. However, this does 

not mean that if it seems to a person that X is not present, then X is probably not 
present. This would only work, he says, in circumstances where, if X was present, we 

should expect to experience X - but there is no reason to suppose that the atheist 

would experience God if he were present. The atheist is not likely to interpret his or 

her sensory perceptions in a religious way, so a religious experience is not likely to 

happen, whether or not there is a God. Perhaps people have to be receptive to the 

possibility of God before religious experience can happen at all - after all, people are 

not receptive to very high frequency sounds, but their experience of the absence of 

these sounds is not evidence that the sounds are absent: a dog or a bat might be able 

to hear them. 

It could be argued that if we are to believe that things are, usually, as they appear to be, 

then this has serious implications, especially for theodicy. By Swinburne's logic, if we 
experience innocent suffering and it appears to us that the creator and designer of the 

world is therefore cruel, we should accept that our experiences are probably correct. 

In response to this criticism, it might be said that there is a big jump between sensory 

perception such as seeing, and interpretation such as concluding that God is 

malevolent, but then it might be argued that there is also a big jump between having a 

vision of God and making the interpretation that God really does exist. 

Richard Gale also criticises Swinburne's assumption that people believe things if it is 

more probable that they are true than that they are not (as Hume argued, in his 

discussion of miracles, where he said that 'a wise man proportions his belief to the 

evidence'). According to Gale, this is not how belief works. We can believe things even 

though we know that the balance of probability is against them. Gale writes: 

I need not go back to Kierkegaard or Tertullian for an example, since I can appeal to 
my own case as a young boy when I believed with all my heart that the Giants would 
win the pennant, even though I believed that their chances were extremely remote; I 
wouldn't have bet my piggy bank on it. ('Swinburne's argument from religious 

experience' in Reason and the Christian Religion, ed. Alan Padgett, Oxford University 

Press, 1994) 

Supporters of Swinburne might respond to this by saying that Gale seems to equate 

'belief' with 'blind faith', making belief into the opposite of reasoned knowledge, 
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which is not necessarily the case. Swinburne is arguing in favour of basing beliefs on 

reasonable justification, but Gale argues that belief is not a matter of reasoned choice, 

and that we cannot choose what we believe or make ourselves believe something if we 
simply don't. 

In conclusion, then, it seems that Swinburne's argument only succeeds if people are 

willing to accept that there is at least a fair chance that God really does exist, and if they 

are willing to accept that a supernatural explanation for an experience is not beyond 
the bounds of credibility. 

Strengths and weaknesses of arguments 
&om religious experience 

Religious experience can be used as an argument for the existence of God. The 

argument has several weaknesses: 

• In the view of many people, religious experiences are only authoritative for the 

people who have them. Other people might know you to be someone who 

usually tells the truth and is not prone to exaggeration; they might see that your 
behaviour changes in some way after the experience that you tell them about, 

but, in the end, only the person who has had the experience is going to be 

totally convinced. Religious experience cannot be tested by others in a way that 

might be said to provide conclusive proof. Because religious experience is totally 
individual and unique, no-one else can look at it and see whether or not it is 

true. 

• Critics sometimes point out that members of different faiths encounter God in a 

way that matches their previously held beliefs: a Roman Catholic might see the 

Virgin Mary, whereas a Hindu might see Lord Shiva. For some, this undermines 

the evidential force of religious experience and demonstrates that such 

experiences are no more than wish-fulfilment. 

• Some experiments with electrical impulses, drugs and fasting have suggested 

that sensations usually associated with religious experience can be artificially 

created in the brain. V. S. Ramachandran and Sandra Blakeslee (Phantoms in the 
Brain, Fourth Estate, 1998), for example, describe experiments carried out on 
the temporal lobes of the brain which made patients feel a strong sense of divine 

presence. This sort of experiment has led some critics to argue that religious 

experience is not, therefore, veridical - it does not show that there is a real God, 

but instead shows that something is happening within the brain, something that 
can be explained by science, which people wrongly interpret to be God. Perhaps 

modern science can explain away religious experiences using the scientific and 

medical knowledge we have today; for example, Francis of Assisi had religious 
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experiences after severe illness, so perhaps he was hallucinating, and Hildegard 

of Bingen might have been suffering from migraine rather than experiencing 

God. 

However, the argument from religious experience also has some strengths: 

• Some people would disagree with the view that religious experience only carries 

authority for the individual who has it. Many claim to have been profoundly 

influenced by other people's experiences, which they would take to be 

authoritative. Hindus, for example, might be affected by the story in the 

'Bhagavad Gita' of Arjuna's vision of Krishna; Muslims take the religious 

experiences of Muhammad to be supremely authoritative. 

• In response to the criticism that followers of different religions experience a 

God who conforms to their expectations, it could be argued that, surely, if God 

wants his followers to recognise him when he reveals himself to them, he is 

going to choose to appear in a form that they will understand. 

• There is no reason why God should not appear to people when they have been 

taking drugs, or are undergoing experiments, or have been fasting. Even if the 

artificially created 'religious experiences' of scientific experiment are not caused 

by God, other religious experiences outside the laboratory might still be 
caused by God. 

All of these books are .rec:onttilc~<lled 

Religious Experience by Peter Cole (Hodder Murray, 1999) 

Is 1bere a God? by Richard Swinburne (Oxford University Press, 1996) 
Philosophy of Religion by C. Stephen Evans (Intervarsity Press, 1985) 

1be Miracle of1beism by]. L. Mackie (Oxford University Press, 1993) 
1be Evidential Force of Religious Experience by Caroline Franks Davis (Oxford 

University Press, 2004) is an in-depth consideration of the topic, and a very 

interesting book for those who wish to extend their knowledge beyond A level. 

II 
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Conclusion 

The power of religious experience is suth that many people claim that they will not 

believe in God, or in miracles, until they have firsthand experience. They might be able 
to see the logic of one of the reasoned arguments, but this on its own will not give them 
a faith of their own and a relationship with God. 

Religious experience, nevertheless, cannot be used as a 'proof' for the existence of 

God, because it is essentially private and cannot be tested by others - it is difficult for 

anyone except the recipient to be totally convinced by it. Probably, for the unbeliever, 
the argument from religious experience is the weakest of all the arguments for the 

existence of God because it does not contain any premises which we would all accept, 
or even tip the balance of probability, but, for the believer, it is the most convincing, as 

actual firsthand experience will always be more convincing than any argument. 

The essentially subjective nature of religious experience need not mean that it is 
worthless. A lot of the most important aspects of human life, such as love, grief or 
beauty, cannot be tested or explained, and yet we often base the most important 

decisions of our lives on private feelings which cannot be tested by others. 

Practice exam question 

(a) Explain the view that religious experience is a valid basis for belief in God. 

For this answer, you will need to establish exactly what your understanding of religious 

experience is. You should make reference to thinkers who argue that 

religious experience should be taken seriously. William James and Richard Swinburne 

would be good choices. You could refer to different forms of religious experience and 
illustrate your answer with examples. 

(b) Assess the view that religious experience is nothing more than illusion. 

In this answer, you should show your evaluative skill. Although you will need to make 

reference to those thinkers who claim that religious experience is an illusion; 

remember that you are trying to produce an assessment and argument. Explain what 

you think is valid or invalid about the view that religious experience is an illusion, and 

demonstrate that you recognise different points of view. Make sure that you reach a 
conclusion and make your own opinion clear, with reasons to support it. 



Psychology can be seen to present a challenge to religious belief because it provides an 

alternative explanation; rather than saying that people's experiences of God are 

probably true Qike William James, or Richard Swinburne), psychologists usually begin 

from the assumption that there is a cause for these feelings that can be explained purely 

in terms of the ways in which the human mind works. 

Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) grew up in a Catholic town in Moravia (now in the 

Czech Republic), where he was one of a very small number of Jews. He claimed to 
have grown up without any belief in God, and never to have felt the need for it, 

although he was certainly familiar with all the Jewish customs and festivals, and was 

surrounded by practising Catholics. 

There were at least two possible influencing factors in Freud's anti-religious feeling: he 

was strongly influenced by the teaching of his Catholic nanny, who was keen to impress 

him with the ideas of heaven and hell, and who was very fond of ritual; also he was 

faced with anti-Semitism, being made to feel inferior and an outsider because he was 

Jewish. 

Freud entered university at the age of 17, and chose to follow the medical profession, 

of which the current opinion was that everything could be reduced to physical and 

chemical elements. The feeling was very much against the Greek idea that people 

have a 'vital spark', and against the idea that people are endowed a soul by a Creator, 

with ultimate purposes and an everlasting destiny Instead, the view was that 

everything that we are can be reduced to the physical, and that we can discover what 
we are by scientific method. 

Freud did not particularly enjoy clinical medicine (dealing directly with patients), 

and began to move into scientific and medical research, studying especially the 

human nervous system. He opened a private practice in human nervous disorders, 

and was financially able to marry after four years of waiting; he and his wife had 

exchanged more than 900 love letters (an irrelevant piece of information but rather 
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sweet). Freud began to take an interest in the treatment of what was known as 

hysteria in Victorian times, and in hypnosis as a healing method. 

Freud saw hysteria and its symptoms as the product of emotional trauma. The patient 
had to rediscover repressed emotions, under hypnosis if necessary, in order to be 
able to reach a cure. This was called the cathartic method, bringing the individual to 
confront the causes of his or her complex. Freud became particularly interested in 
his discovery that behind the manifestations of neurosis there were often sexual 
disturbances. This line of investigation made him unpopular with many other 

scholars and psychologists, who saw his insistence on learning about a patient's 
sexuality as unnecessary and improper. 

What made Freud so important among psychologists, even though many of his 

theories have now been largely discredited, was that he was the first to recognise that 
people have layers of mental strata, some of which are not immediately recognisable. 

He was the first to look scientifically at the human psyche, and to acknowledge that 
people have unconscious as well as conscious mental processes. Today, we accept 
that the thoughts that are in the front of our minds are not all there is to it; we 
know that there are memories, associations and so on hidden in deeper levels which 
might take some investigation to uncover. Freud arrived at the belief that the human 
mind could be seen as being made up of three layers: 

1. The ego - this is the part of the mind which is obvious to us, the conscious self. 
We are aware of it, we know what we are thinking about, we know our own opinions 
about issues, our tastes, what makes us angry and so on. 

2. The id - this is the unconscious self, the part of us which is not immediately 
obvious, made up of memories which might have been forgotten or repressed, 
unconscious desires, repressed wishes that we do not admit to ourselves, and so on; 
the areas which can sometimes be brought out when someone is under hypnosis. 

3. The super-ego- this could be equated with the conscience. It is the driving moral 
force, the internal voice which tells us that we should do some things and not others. 
Freud firmly believed that these moral imperatives come from our society as we grow 
up. We learn what is right and wrong from our parents, our siblings and our 
communities, and we internalise these imperatives until it feels to us as though we 

have an 'inner voice' telling us what to do. But, for Freud, this feeling that morality 
comes from some kind of supernatural moral law-giver is entirely illusory. 

Freud believed that in 'normal' people, unconscious desires and instinctive impulses 
that are socially unacceptable are repressed by the conscious mind, and can 
sometimes be given a substituted satisfaction in dreams or even psychosomatic 
symptoms. Freud therefore was interested in the interpretation of dreams, which he 
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saw primarily as wish fulfilment: disguised fulfilments of a wish that has been 
repressed. Freud himself always considered his book The Interpretation of Dreams 

(1899) to be his most important work. 

One of Freud's achievements was to introduce the idea of therapy for mental illness, 

through exposing repressions. These could be exposed through hypnosis or through 

methods such as word association, where the patient makes unconscious links 

between one idea and another, sometimes revealing a trauma that had been 

suppressed. Freud thought that it was important to find out the root causes of the 
repression so that it could be addressed. 

While looking for the emotional traumas which might have been the reasons for 

the problems of his patients, Freud was led to investigate the lost memories of 

childhood, and looked at his own experiences in the process. He discovered in 

himself an early passion for his mother (who was 20 years younger than his 

father; Freud was the eldest of eight and so perhaps particularly close to her) 

and a subsequent jealousy of his father. He considered that this was a universal 
human characteristic, which he termed the 'Oedipus complex', referring to the 

myth of King Oedipus who, without knowing it, had killed his father and 

married his mother. Freud believed that all boys nurse a subconscious desire to 

get rid of their fathers and have their mothers to themselves. Freud's 

applications of his theories into the treatment of patients with mental illness, 

using scientific methods, led psychoanalysis to become accepted within the field 
of medicine. 

Freud worked from the presupposition that the origin of religion is psychological -

in other words, he assumed from the start that religious belief, religious experiences 

and religious impulses come from within the mind and not from any external, 

supernatural being. 

He was very much influenced by other popular thinkers. Philosophers such as Hume 

and Rousseau had already suggested that religion was a distortion of human reason. 

Darwin had greatly excited the public imagination with his suggestion of evolution, 

and it became fashionable to apply evolutionary theory to other aspects of life as well 
as the development of the species. Many people were wondering how religion had 

evolved, and took it for granted that it had. Darwinism itself was, at least in part, 

responsible for the nineteenth-century interest in anthropology; it was very popular 

to study so-called 'primitive' peoples in the hope of learning how more developed 

civilisations had evolved their ideas and social systems. 

One anthropologist, called William Robertson Smith, had considered that religion 

had developed around the idea of a totem; the clan regarded itself as related to a 
particular object or animal, which was the totem, and this totem should not be killed 
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or injured, but once a year the totem was symbolically killed and eaten and its 

strength passed on to the clan. Freud was very enthusiastic about this idea of the 
origins of religion. 

Freud was convinced from the outset that religious rites are similar to neurotic 
obsessions (repeatedly saying the Rosary, for example, could be regarded as similar 
to repeatedly washing one's hands). In his book Totem and Taboo (1913) he argued 

that religious attitudes of 'primitives' are similar to neurotic obsessions, and 
concluded that religion is a universal obsessional neurosis. He tried to show that the 
Oedipus complex is behind religion. People know that this basic desire to kill their 
father is socially unacceptable, and so the desire is repressed and translated on the 
conscious level to making an effort to respect and love a symbol which really 
represents the person's own father. Belief in God is, by this analysis, just a way of 

over-compensating for negative feelings towards a father. The origin of religion is 
therefore explained psychologically. 

Freud depended heavily on Feuerbach when he argued that religion is an infantile 
illusion, rooted in 'conflicts of childhood arising from the father-complex'. Religion 
is a desire for wish-fulfilment. 

We shall tell ourselves that it would be very nice if there were a moral order in the 
universe and an afterlife; but it is a very striking fact that all this is exactly as we 
are bound to wish it to be. (Freud, The Future of an Illusion, 1927) 

In Freud's view, people look for meaning in life, and want there to be an after-life, 
because they find it comforting. They have difficulty accepting that one day they will 
die, so they imagine for themselves a place where they can carry on living after death, 
and where everything will be happy and comfortable. They will be reunited with their 
loved ones, God will look after them, and there will be nothing to worry about any 

more. But, Freud argued, this is just an illusion. It is no better than inventing an 
imaginary friend. 

Psycho-analysis has made us familiar with the intimate connection between the 
father-complex and belief in God; it has shown us that a personal God is, 
psychologically, nothing other than an exalted father, and it brings us evidence 
every day of how young people lose their religious beliefs as soon as their father's 
authority breaks down. Thus we recognise that the roots of the need for religion are 
in the parental complex. (Freud, Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of His 
Childhood, 1910) 

Freud argued that when we look at religious belief, we can see close connections 
between it and the parent-child relationship. In the above passage, he argues that 
young people tend to lose their faith as they become adults; however, some people 
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might argue that this undermines Freud's argument. Surely, if people invented God as 

a replacement for their own fathers, they would be inclined to be more rather than less 

religious once they were ready to leave home. Others might argue that dramatic and 

gentler conversion experiences are at their most common in adolescence; rather than 

young people moving away from religion as they grow up, this seems to be a time when 

for many people belief becomes stronger. 

as adults 

• Religion is invented to help people come to terms with the 'Oedipus complex'. 

They have feelings of guilt towards their fathers and therefore imagine a great 

invisible cosmic father-figure whom they can worship. 

• Religion is an 'infantile neurosis' that people would be better off without. 

Carl Gustav Jung 

The Swiss psychiatrist Carl Gustav Jung (1875-1961) came from a Christian 

background, from a family which was both academic and religious. His father and 

uncles were clergymen, his grandfather was a professor of medicine. Jung also 

studied medicine, and went on to become a pupil of Freud's. However, as they 

worked together they began to have differences of opinion which caused rifts, both 

professionally and personally. Jung was not willing to spend his life working in the 

shadow of Freud, and developed his own theories which were very different in 

character. As well as being different from Freud in the conclusions he drew, Jung is 

also different in that much of his thought is considerably more obscure. 

According to Jung, the human mind or psyche does not work on just the two levels 

of the conscious and the subconscious or unconscious. For Jung, there was a third, 

deeper layer, the collective unconscious. Jung's theory of the human mind 

proposes these three levels: 

1. Consciousness - the part of the mind directly accessible to the individual. 

2. The personal unconscious - this is unique to the individual concerned, and is 

developed during the individual's own lifetime; it contains lost memories, painful 

ideas which have been repressed, social conditioning and so on. 
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3. The collective unconscious- this does not depend on personal experience. It is 

the deepest and most extensive part of the psyche, a reservoir of unconscious 

contents which have never been part of the psyche but which are 'primordial images 

common to all humanity' (Michael Palmer, Freud and Jung on .Religion, Routledge, 

1997). These primordial images were called by Jung archetypes. This collective 
unconscious is common to everyone, inherited in a similar way to the instincts seen 

in animals, for example the instinct which birds have teaching them how to build 

nests, or showing chicks how to hatch from their eggs, as though a pattern of 
knowledge has somehow been passed on through the genes. Jung believed that we 

all share a collective unconscious, which contains ideas something like Plato's 
'forms'; a series of images with which to shape the world, and these images areJung's 

archetypes. 

Jung wrote extensively about the ways in which myths, legends and fairytales from all 

around the world contain common elements, and recognisable characters which 

reappear over and over. He gave many different examples of archetypes, although not 

always making it clear exactly how they were to be defined. For example, there is the 

archetype of the Mother, found in fertility symbols, in Hindu deities, the Virgin Mary 

and so on. There is the archetype of the child-God, shown in the miraculous birth
stories of Jesus and Moses, in the visions of the fourteenth-century German mystic 

Meister Eckhart, the poetry of William Blake, the stories of the boy Krishna and so on. 

There is the archetype of the Hero, the brave and often seemingly small individual 

who slays the monster (Theseus and the Minotaur, David and Goliath, and the Three 
Little Pigs and the Big Bad Wolf) - these archetypes come from a predisposition of 

the psyche to create an image with which to understand the world, and these images 

are universal in character. 

In his writings, Jung identified four main archetypes within which different symbols 

and representations can appear: 

The anima - this is the feminine part of the psyche, found in men. The anima is like 

a goddess-figure, and she is found in the mythology of all different cultures. She can 

be both creative and destructive. Men have this inner archetype of the female, which 

can be shaped by their relationships with their mothers, sisters, aunts, and female 
teachers and nannies, and this shape will influence the man's relationships with 

women in everyday life; he might be afraid of women, or worship them, or try to 

control them, depending on the way the anima is formed. As the man grows up, the 
object of his desire will be the person who most closely resembles his own anima. 

Jung further subdivided the anima into four different levels, to which he gave names: 

Eve- this is the first level of the anima, in which the female is seen as a temptress 

and as evil but also under the power of men. She is the source of birth and death. 
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Helen (of Troy) - this is the woman who is intelligent and who has business skills, 

who can be self-reliant and independent. 

Mary - this is the virtuous woman, the role model. 

Sophia- this is the fourth level, at which the woman has wisdom and is complete. 

Once a man's anima has developed to this stage, it can no longer be shaped by 

outside influences. 

Some people have taken]ung's idea and developed it, arguing that women too have 

this 'inner goddess', which they can develop and use to become more self-aware and 
confident. 

The animus - this is the mirror-image of the anima, and it is the masculine part of 

the female psyche. However, it does not mirror the anima exactly, as Jung thought 

that the female psyche develops in a different way from that of man. Jung wrote less 

about the animus than about the anima, but he argued that just as the man's anima 

is formed first by his relationship with his mother, so the woman's animus is formed 
first by her relationship with her father. The animus can be represented in mythology 

by the wise man (such as Merlin or Dumbledore), or by other male figures 
representing different aspects of masculinity, such as Odysseus the explorer or Thor 

the god of thunder. 

The character of Gandalf from the Lord of the Rings 

might be viewed as a representation of the animus. 

The shadow - this is the side of the personality that people prefer not to reveal to 
others: 

everything that the subject refuses to acknowledge about himself and yet is always 
thrusting itself upon him directly or indirectly. Gung, Conscious, unconscious, and 

individuation, in German Essays on Psychology, W. Shirmacher and S. Nebelung, eds, 
Continuum, 2000) 

It is the faults that we know we have and try to suppress: our inclinations towards 

selfish actions, deceits and conceits, spitefulness and jealousy. People who are 

mentally healthy acknowledge their own shadow side and deal with it; more neurotic 

characters try to suppress it and refuse to acknowledge it is there. In everyday life, 
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people might project their shadow-archetypes onto those they dislike, imagining 

them to be wholly evil and ascribing to the disliked person faults that are really their 
own unacknowledged failings. In mythology, the shadow might be expressed as 

Satan, or the king of the underworld. 

shadow in 

Some shadows are portrayed as the opposite side of a single personality, for example 
Mr Hyde in Robert Louis Stevenson's novel1be Strange Case of Dr jekyll andMr Hyde. 
Can you think of any other examples? 

The child - this archetype is symbolic of wholeness, connecting the conscious and 
unconscious parts of the personality together. The symbol of the child often appears in 

mythology as a saviour or rescuer. 

Jung's understanding of God 

Jung's understanding of God is that God is an archetype. God, then, is a 
manifestation of the deepest levels of the collective unconscious. God is, like all 

archetypes, a reality within the psyche, collectively shared; we all have an instinct for 

God, irrespective of time or place. 

This raises the question of whether God actually exists objectively, or whether God is 

part of the human predisposition: an experience that we share but which does not 

necessarily relate to any 'real' object to be experienced. 

Jung's answer to this question is not clear. He never made any firm statements about 
the existence or otherwise of an objective God; he was much more interested in the 

part played by God in the human mind. Michael Palmer, in his book Freud and ]ung 
on Religion (Routledge, 1997), compares Jung's position with that of Kant; in his 
moral argument for the existence of God, Kant claimed that we need to postulate the 

existence of God in order to account for our moral nature and the experience of 

moral obligation. In the same way, J ung suggests the existence of God because of 
humankind's predisposition towards the archetype of God. But Jung argues in 
Memories, Dreams, Reflections (1963) that 'The psyche cannot leap beyond itself. It 

cannot set up any absolute truths.' 
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Jung, therefore, would not say whether there was absolute truth in the claim 
that God exists, but he did say that it was a fact that God is a fact of psychic 

experience; God is a demonstrable fact of human experience. God comes from the 

part of the mind that is pre-existent, timeless and universal, and it is 

acknowledgement of this that gives religious experience the character that it has. 

When people experience God, they feel that something from outside themselves is 

happening to them, that they are the object rather than the subject. This, for Jung, is 
because the collective unconscious is beyond an individual's own control; we have 

the collective unconscious innately, we have not formed it ourselves from our own 

experiences. 

For Jung, then, experiences of the power or the fatherliness of God were not a sign 

of infantile or neurotic behaviour, as they were for Freud, but a right recognition of 

the shared archetype of the God-image. The father-image of God is universal and 

inescapable; God is not a substitute for the infant's own father, but the human father 
is the infant's first substitute for the archetype of God. 

Religious attitude and religious experience are, then, essential components of the 

psyche. Someone who is religious is not under an illusion, but someone who has 

recognised and come to terms with an innate instinct shared by all humanity. Palmer 

writes: 'Psychology cannot demonstrate the existence of God; but in establishing the 

existence of this archetypal image it can confirm religion as a fundamental activity of 

the human psyche, as a necessary expression of the deepest level of our unconscious 
being, the collective unconscious.' 

Jung also believed that in each individual psyche there is the potential for wholeness; 

there is an instinct that seeks to bring together the elements of the conscious and the 
unconscious into a coherent whole. Jung called this process of bringing these 

elements together individuation. People who experience God-images find that they 
have access to some of the important areas of the collective unconscious, and are 

given vital insight into the natures of their own personalities. Through the images 
and symbols of religious faith, people can discover more about who they are and 
what they have the potential to become. 

Therefore, for Jung, religious experience and religious belief were beneficial to 

people, because it helped them to pull together some of the different strata of the 
psyche into a coherent whole. Religious experience is usually healthy, helping people 

towards a better understanding of themselves. A lack of religion, in contrast, could 

give rise to inner conflicts, where parts of the unconscious are denied or rejected, 
leading away from individuation. 
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might actually exist outside the human mind. 

Criticisms of psychological approaches to religion 

Hans Kung, in his book Does God Exist? (1980), criticised Freud's interpretation of 
religion in a number of ways. 

1. He argued that Freud's interpretation of early religion is highly fictional; there is 

very little evidence to suggest the kind of totemism described by Freud was ever 

actually practiced by any society. Freud could have been carried away by the tide of 

enthusiasm for evolutionary ideas, looking for historical phases and making 

assumptions without the supporting evidence. 

2. Freud could also be criticised for setting out to find a theory which supported his 

view, rather than forming his view on the basis of the evidence. For example, he took 

for granted Feuerbach's projection idea and worked from that, with an assumption 

from the outset that there is no objective God. It is therefore hardly surprising that 

he comes to the conclusion that religion is false, as this was also his starting-point. 

3. Freud's atheism, like that of Marx and Feuerbach, is in the end a hypothesis, with 

no more conclusive evidence for it than there is for theism. 

4. Even if it can be shown that religion can be wish-fulfilment, an infantile expression of 

· an illusion, this does not mean that it always is. Humanity's profound desire for God and 

for eternal life does not prove that these things exist, but it does not prove they do not 

exist either. Perhaps, if there is a God, it is not unlikely that he would satisfy our needs. 

5. Belief in God can be very much influenced by a child's relationship with his or her 

father, but this does not mean it always is, or that God therefore does not exist. 

6. The assertion that the super-ego is something which comes from society and is 

internalised by the individual is just an assertion. Freud could be right, but he has not 
proved that he is right. He does not demonstrate with evidence that the moral 
consciousness must come from society and cannot have come from God, although it is 

a reasonable suggestion. 
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Practice exam question 

(a) Explain Jung's understanding of religious belief. 

In this question, you need to demonstrate your knowledge and understanding of 
Jung's approach to psychology, taking care to focus on his ideas about religion. You 
could draw a contrast between Jung and Freud, but this should not take up the 
bulk of the essay. Try to use key vocabulary such as 'archetype' and 'collective 
unconscious'. 

(b) How fair is the claim that psychologists have demonstrated that God is 
nothing more than an invention of the human mind? 

For this part of the question, you need to demonstrate your evaluative skill. You 

need to show that you are aware that psychologists have different views about the 
origins and validity of religious belief, and that some are more sympathetic than 
others to it. For high marks, you should make sure that you come to a conclusion, 
saying explicitly whether or not you think the claim is fair, and supporting your 
view with reasons. 

I 



The word 'atheism' comes from the Greek a- (not, or without) and theos (God). 

Although, on the surface, atheism seems a simple concept to grasp as the opposite of 
theism, it is not entirely easy to define, as there are many different ways in which the 

term is understood and used. Part of the problem is that God is understood in a 

variety of different ways; God, as understood in Christianity; Judaism and Islam, is in 

many ways different from the God of Hinduism, and Buddhism is inclined away from 

belief in any kind of deity. It can be difficult, then, to group all atheists together as if 

they are in total agreement and as if they are all rejecting the same concepts. 

Sometimes, atheism is divided into two types: 

• 'strong atheism', where someone is of the firm opinion that there is no God, whose 

position is that of disbelief and who thinks theists are wrong; 

• 'weak atheism', where someone has no belief in God in the sense of having an 

absence of belief. This could include those too young or too mentally infirm to 

have any concept of belief in God, or those who have never given the question of 

God any thought and whose lives do not include any reference to God. 

Those who adopt a strong atheist position put forward a wide variety of 
arguments to support their stance, including: 

1. The problem of evil (see pages 271-307) is often cited as a reason for disbelief in 

the omnipotent, all-loving God of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Writers such as 
J. L. Mackie argue that it is impossible for there to be such a God, given the extent of 

evil and suffering in the world. Traditional theodicies are rejected as inadequate in 
their attempts to reconcile the fact of evil with the existence of God. Atheist thinkers 

argue that it is far more rational to assume that there is no God, and that evil and 

suffering often happen by chance rather than for a reason. We can work towards 

reducing our problems, for example by living healthier lives and co-operating more 

effectively in times of disaster, but there is no point in looking for a purpose for 

suffering or a supernatural cause. 

2. The lack of more obvious evidence for God's existence is also given as a reason for 

atheism. It is claimed that if there really is a God, who is omnipotent and who wishes 

his creation to have a loving relationship with him, he would work harder to attract 
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believers. Although theists talk of the need for God to create epistemic distance 
so that his creation can make a free choice whether or not to follow him, atheists 
argue that the world does not present equally balanced evidence for and against the 
existence of God - God is notably absent. 

3. Atheists also point to the lack of evidence for many of the truth-claims of different 
religions. For example, if attacking Christianity they might point out the lack of 

evidence for the virgin birth, the miracles of Jesus, the resurrection and the 
ascension. They might argue that these doctrines are important and that belief in 
them involves huge commitment; therefore solid empirical evidence is necessary to 

support them- but such evidence is lacking. 

4. Some writers, such as Michael Martin, argue that the notion of God as described 
in Christianity is self-contradictory. They argue that God cannot be eternal and 
omniscient, and at the same time free to act and make choices, for example, as 
God would already know in advance the choices that he was going to make and 
thereby would not be able to choose any differently without proving himself wrong. 
God cannot be both unchanging and compassionate, as, if he is unchanging, then 
when people suffer a terrible tragedy he is going to feel exactly the same afterwards 

as he did before it happened. Atheists argue that the whole concept of God is 
incoherent. Theists sometimes answer criticisms like these by saying that our minds 
are too limited to comprehend the nature of God, but atheists respond by saying that 
we cannot worship a God who is unknowable; they criticise religious believers for 
retreating into the safety of the answer 'it is a mystery that only God can comprehend' 
instead of admitting that their beliefs fail to stand up to scrutiny. 

5. Atheism is often attacked on moral grounds, with the argument that without God, 
there is no purpose to life and people might just as well commit atrocities against 
each other because there is no-one to judge them. An atheist might respond to this 
by arguing that, on the contrary, it is religious morality which is wrong. A secular 
morality, they claim, is based on good for goodness's own sake, and not based on 
blind obedience to authority. Good is done for the betterment of humanity, and not 
for the sake of reward in heaven or out of fear of punishment. Atheists often point 
out the wrong that is done in the name of religion, for example Richard Dawkins in 
his book Ihe God Delusion (Houghton Mifflin, 2006) argues that religion is 
responsible for much of the world's terrorism because of the way it encourages its 
followers to believe that they have a monopoly on certain truth. 

There is a variety of different secular ways of looking at the world, including 

humanism, materialism and naturalism. Atheists often approach philosophical 
questions and issues from one or more of these approaches - they are not mutually 
exclusive. 
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Humanism 

Humanism is based on the premise that there is no God, and that humanity has the 

power, through human reason, to provide its own code of ethics and to find 

solutions to its own problems. According to humanist thinking, religion hinders 

human progress, because it encourages people to accept that there are unexplained 
mysteries, rather than telling them to look for answers; it encourages people to 

follow an imposed ethical code rather than one which comes from human reasoning; 

and it encourages people to have a sense of dependence on a being greater than 

themselves rather than having confidence in their own capabilities. 

Humanist thinking has given rise to the ethical system of Utilitarianism, which is not 

based on any rules given by God or on any religious principles of the sanctity of life, 

but on a calculating method of trying to work out the best outcome for the majority 

of people. Virtue ethics is also often supported by humanists, where the emphasis is 

on the moral agent rather than on some divine law-giver or sense of obligation to 

some supernatural absolute standard. There is no suggestion that there will be any 
reward or punishment from God; the idea is that the human mind is capable of 

working out what will be for the best, and that the object of ethics is the well-being 

of the individual and the rest of humanity. 

Humanism has been and continues to be popular. Well-known humanists include 

Bertrand Russell (who argued· that the cosmological argument is pointless because 

the universe 'just is', see pages 25-8), Julian Huxley (1887-1975, grandson ofT. H. 

Huxley who acted as spokesman for Darwin in debates between Darwinism and the 

Church), and A.]. Ayer (author of the 1936 booklanguage, Truth and logic, with its 

assertion that religious language is meaningless, see pages 213-15). Humanists often 
campaign against the imposition of religious assemblies on children in schools; the 

ways in which public morality is often given a Christian basis, as though there can be 

no morality without religion; and the ways in which funeral services often have a 

'default' religious message which might have no relevance to or respect for the dead 

person's beliefs. 

As humanists deny the possibility of the existence of God, and promote humanity's 
confidence in the powers of reason, a humanist would not allow that any religious 

experience could be veridical. The humanist would consider someone who claimed 

to have had a religious experience to be deluded; the experience would be 

interpreted as a weakness, a failure to recognise the ability of humanity to do without 
the need for a God-figure. A humanist would assume that a 'natural' (rather than 

supernatural) explanation can be found for any kind of experience. 
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In response to humanism, many religious believers argue that its philosophy rejects 

the possibility of there being a real God without presenting any kind of convincing 

case, and that therefore we do not have to accept this original premise. Hans Kung, 
in his 1976 book On Being a Christian, pointed out that although humanity has been 

given great reasoning power, this is by no means infallible, as has been shown 

throughout history. He gives the examples of the 'Copernican revolution' in 

astronomy, Marxist explanations of the workings of society, Darwinian explanations 

of evolution, and the rise of Nazism, to illustrate that humanity has been made to 

reject its own reasoning many times. Therefore we cannot be confident that humans 

have all the answers, and rather than accepting the scepticism of humanists towards 
religion, he advocates 'a certain scepticism in regard to humanism' instead. 

Naturalism and materialism 

Naturalism is a term used to describe the view that methods of attempting to gain 

knowledge must limit themselves to the physical, observable world. Naturalists 

ignore any supernatural explanations on the grounds that the supernatural is 

unknowable, or even non-existent. Supernatural explanations for natural events and 

phenomena are considered by naturalists to undermine scientific investigation, 

because the supernatural cannot be known, observed or tested. Many naturalists 

believe that a religious approach to questions leads people to the conclusion that 

'God did it' or 'it is a mystery', and this hinders human progress in understanding. 

A 'naturalistic' interpretation of religion is an attempt to interpret it solely through 

the evidence of the world around us, rather than by suggesting the existence of God. 
People look at factors such as the nature of a society, or the way in which the human 

mind operates, and try to work out how religion fits in. They might raise an enquiry 
into how religion develops, and look at the observations of anthropologists working 

in primitive societies in order to compare religious practices with those of more 

developed societies. They might wonder what use religion has to a society or to an 

individual, and often come to the conclusion that religion exists because it bas these 

functions and uses; not that religion exists because it has a basis in truth and it has 
these different uses as well. 

Materialism is the philosophical belief that only matter has any real existence. 
Various phenomena can be explained, it is argued, through the interaction of 

different kinds of matter. A materialist would believe that human beings are no more 

than physical matter: our emotions, wishes, dreams and mental processes are all the 

result of different chemical changes in the brain and the nervous system. The 

materialist, then, will start from the assumption that there is no God, and that 

II 
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religious feelings and experiences have a material, physical cause, as supernatural 

causes are ruled out from the start. 

Feuerbach's influence on secular phllosophy 

The ideas of the German philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-72) had an 

enormous influence on atheist thinkers who came after him, and particularly on 

Sigmund Freud. Feuerbach, who is often seen as having bridged the gap between 

Hegel and Marx, argued that religion was essentially created by humanity. 

In his book The Essence of Christianity (1841), Feuerbach argued that, when people 

worship God, they are in fact worshipping their own human nature. People take the 

best and most admirable aspects of humanity - creativity, hope for the future, 

heroism, compassion and so forth - and, without making a conscious decision to do 

so, 'project' these aspects outside themselves, forming them into an imaginary being 

which is the combination of all their highest ideals. They then imagine themselves to 

stand in relation to this being, which they call 'God' - but what they are really 

worshipping is humanity itself. There is no actual, objective God existing outside 

human nature. Rather than God having created humanity in his own image, humanity 

has, in Feuerbach's view, created God in its own image. God then meets human 

needs: people feel that they need to have justice and moral certainty, so they create 

for themselves a moral law-giver who promises reward for the good. They want to be 

protected, so they create for themselves a loving being who cares for them. They 

want to be significant, so they create a God who is interested in everything they do 

and who values them just as much as he values people in positions of importance. 

Feuerbach wrote about how humanity 
'projects' its own ideals, and imagines 
these ideals to be an objective reality 
which they then worship. 
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Feuerbach argued that the imagination could cheat the reason, making it difficult for 
people to make a distinction between the real and the imaginary. They are misled by 

the feeling that God exists independently of themselves, and this leads them on to 

false and damaging ideas, such as that God can reveal certain truth to humanity. 

Critiques of religious belief 

from sociology: Durkheim and Marx 

Sociology is a discipline which investigates human society and the ways in which 

people interact with one another. It looks at such issues as how societies form, what 

holds them together, how and why they disintegrate, and how different groups 

within society function. It considers issues such as social class and mobility, gender 

roles and the division of labour. Sociologists also study religion, by looking at its 

place in society - they investigate what function religion serves, why people join 
religious groups, and the effects that society has on religion and that religion has on 

society. 

Sociological interpretations of religion are popular ways of accounting for the 

existence of religion without coming to the conclusion that there must be a God. 

These interpretations are based on the assumption that society as a whole exercises 
powerful pressures in influencing the minds of its members. 

Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) was a French thinker whom many consider to be one 

of the founders of the discipline of sociology. Within sociology, Durkheim is 

described as a functionalist, because he looked at the function of different elements 

of society and the ways in which they worked together as a kind of machine. 

Durkheim saw that religion has a cohesive effect on society, in that it holds people 

together with common aims and shared values (he was writing at a time when the 

majority of people were religious) and so religion is 'good' in the sense that it keeps 
the peace and helps society to function; but he did not go as far as saying that it was 

actually true. He did not say it was false either, but this is the implication of what he 

writes, because he seems to think he has accounted for religion purely in terms of 
sociology. 

His view was that people who think they are experiencing a transcending power (in 

other words, a 'being' outside the world that is controlling it) are in fact 

unconsciously experiencing the power of their own society. People feel that they are 
in the presence of a power much greater than themselves; this is society itself, which 

is much more than the sum of its members. When they feel that God is guiding and 
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controlling them, in fact they are being guided and controlled by each other. They 

might feel that they are being given some kind of moral imperative, a command to 
behave in a certain way, and this in fact, according to Durkheim, is an unconscious 

recognition of the rules of the society in which they live. Feelings of absolute 

dependence are a way of recognising the dependence of the individual on the group. 

God, then, is a symbol of society itself, and those who claim to have religious 

experience are unconsciously experiencing their place in society and recognising its 

power. Communities have religions and religious rituals as a means of binding the 
group together, taking part in communal activities and reinforcing their 

cohesiveness. 

Durkheim had a 'consensus view' of society, looking at the ways in which society 

holds together and reinforces its own strength; Marx, in contrast, held a 'conflict 

view', believing that society is in a constant state of conflict, between the 'owners of 

the means of production' and the workers. 

Karl Marx (1818-83) famously presented the view that religion is 'the opiate of the 

people'; it can be compared to a drug which sedates people and prevents them from 

behaving in a way which others do not want to accept. 

Marx came from a family with Jewish origins, but which had converted to Protestant 

Christianity. As a student, he was profoundly influenced by the philosopher Hegel, 

who believed that human history is a meaningful process working towards a goal. 

According to Marx, the few who own the means of production, such as factories or 
land, want to keep the workers in a weak position, so that the owners can hold on 

to their power. Marx thought that the inevitable result of this was that the workers 
would eventually become so alienated (feeling no sense of involvement or 

achievement in what they do) that they would move towards revolution and seize the 

means of production. He believed that the capitalist system always leads to 

alienation, which affects all of humanity's attitudes, behaviour and social 

relationships in a crippling way. 

Religion, according to Marx, is part of the means of ensuring that the workers remain 
weak. Believers are encouraged to be meek, to look for a reward in the afterlife rather 

than to seek power in the present, to suffer without complaint, and to accept their 

status in life as God-given. They are taught that in heaven the social order of this life 

will be reversed, so that 'the last will be first, and the first will be last' (Matthew 
20:16), and this encourages them to remain in a subordinate position so that they 

will be better off in eternity. They are taught 'Blessed are the meek, for they will 

inherit the earth' (Matthew 5:5), so any potentially revolutionary thoughts and 

actions are extinguished for the sake of their immortal souls. 
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Marx believed that religion was a 
means of keeping poor people in their 
place and securing the wealth of the 
factory owners. 

In Marx's view, organised religion is often controlled by those in power, the richer 

members of society, and presented to the workers as an 'opiate' to try to keep them 

in their place. Some Christian socialists of the nineteenth century, although they did 
not agree with everything Marx was saying, took this point and tried to do something 

about it. The Church of England, in particular, seemed to exist for the benefit of the 

wealthy middle classes, reinforcing the social class system, as it gave the rich an 

opportunity to show off their best clothes, sit in prominent positions where they 

could be viewed by the rest of the community, and sing hymns which emphasised the 

rightness of it all: 

7he rich man in his castle, the poor man at his gate 
He made them, high or lowly, and ordered their estate. 
All things bright and beautiful, all creatures great and small 
All things wise and wondeiful, the Lord God made them all 

(Cecil Alexander, 1848) 

Criticisms of sociological interpretations of religion 

Some of the most important criticisms of sociological interpretations of religion came 
from H. H. Farmer in the 1940s. His main criticisms were: 

1. If religion and its obligations can really be reduced to 'the voice of society', it 

would not account for religious believers' concern for all of humanity. Societies are 

defined groups, which guard their territory and are jealous and fearful of other 

societies; they tend not to want to mix with other groups. However, religion gives a 

moral message for all of humanity, seeking the breaking down of societal barriers and 
presenting a message of equality. 

2. Sociological interpretations of religion do not allow for prophets or reformers, 

who turn on their society and point out the wrong that it is doing. If the sociological 
theory is correct, people who have 'religious' experiences would want to praise their 
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society and reinforce its actions, not criticise it and urge it to change. There would 

be no other source for the sense of moral obligation. Sociological theory does not 

allow for individuals whose religious experience informs their conscience and 

encourages them to stand out against their society. Many people have, because of 
their alleged experience of God and their conviction that they have God's support, 

stood out against their societies: for example, Trevor Huddleston (a white 

Archbishop who fought against apartheid), or St Francis of Assisi who rejected the 

affluence of his upbringing in order to found a religious community. 

3. Sociological interpretations of religion begin from the atheist premise that there is 

no God, and that therefore there must be an alternative explanation for religious 

experience. There may be some truth in their claims of the role of religion in society, 
but we do not have to accept their original premise of the non-existence of God. It 

could be argued that if religion genuinely comes from God, it ought to have societal 

functions - it ought to help people live together as a strong community with shared 

goals and ethical codes. 

The death of God 

God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him. How shall we comfort 
ourselves, the murderers of all murderers? What was holiest and mightiest of all that 
the world has yet owned has bled to death under our knives: who will wipe this blood 
off us? What water is there for us to clean ourselves? What festivals of atonement, what 
sacred games shall we have to invent? Is not the greatness of this deed too great for 
us? Must we ourselves not become gods simply to appear worthy of it? (Nietzsche, The 
Gay Science, Section 125, tr. Walter Kaufmann) 

The phrase 'God is dead' comes from Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), who was a 
brilliant, original and eccentric German thinker. He came from a family of clergymen, 
and he studied classics and languages at university, becoming a professor while he was 

still in his twenties. He was deeply influenced by the philosopher Schopenhauer and 
by Wagner the composer. Although Nietzsche never formally studied philosophy, it is as 

a philosophical writer that his works have become well-known, among them The Gay 
Science, Thus Spake Zarathustra and Beyond Good and Evil. When he was in his 
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middle forties, Nietzsche suffered a mental breakdown from which he never recovered, 
and he spent the last years of his life in hospital, completely oblivious to the 
international reputation he had gained. 

Like Schopenhauer, Nietzsche began from the assumption that there is no God, that life 
is essentially meaningless and that we have no souls. However, unlike Schopenhauer, 
Nietzsche thought that we should grasp everything that the world has to offer while we 
can, seeking pleasure and success wherever it can be found. He took for granted the 
view that religious beliefs are false, and studied them from this perspective, asking 
questions such as what sort of person might be led to believe religious claims, and what 

social factors might give rise to a phenomenon such as religion. 

Friedrich Nietzsche claimed that 'God is dead' and that 
the whole edifice of Christian morality needs to be 
replaced. 

When Nietzsche wrote that 'God is dead', he meant that a religious outlook is no longer 

credible for the modem intellectual person. He recognised that some of the world's 
greatest cultures had been based on strong religious belief, but said that these 
belonged in the past. However, in Nietzsche's view, the death of God meant that people 
had to find a whole new way of understanding the world - and, in particular, a new 
basis for ethics. Morality had been based for so long on the supposed will of God, and 
justified by claims to divine authority, and to reward and punishment after death; now, 

without God, the whole edifice of ethics would have to be demolished and rebuilt from 
scratch. 

In Nietzsche's view, Christian ethics were seriously flawed. They encouraged weakness, 
anonymity, servility, meekness and passivity, in direct opposition to the true human 
spirit. Nietzsche thought that people have a 'will to power', a drive to success that 
should be encouraged as it leads people to reach their full potential. The will to power 
can be a valuable creative force; we should be applauding the strong, not the weak, and 
striving for achievement rather than self-sacrifice. 

The 'Death of God' theological movement has arisen, mainly in the US, as a response 

to Nietzsche. Within this movement, both Christians and Jews try to tackle the 
questions Nietzsche raised, while still affirming the existence of God. The movement 
accepts that modem society has lost any sense of the sacred and all respect for religious 
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traditions. Events are no longer seen in terms of the will of God or of God providing 
for people, and it can no longer be taken for granted that the morality of the Bible is 

'right'. In Judaism especially, the Holocaust experience led many to the belief that old 

beliefs have to be abandoned. 

What has religion become, in the twenty-first century? The answer to this question is by 
no means clear. In some societies, particularly those that have little contact with the rest 
of the world, religious beliefs and practices have hardly changed for several centuries. 
In other countries, the fast pace of change has led to a variety of different belief systems. 

Relativism seems to be a characteristic belief of many people living in more developed 
countries such as Europe, the US and Australia. People who have relativist beliefs 
consider that there is no such thing as absolute truth. Truth is what works for you, or 
works for me, and these might be different truths. A relativist might say, 'I can see that 
you are a Roman Catholic, and respect the fact that you hold these beliefs; I'm not a 

Roman Catholic mysel£ but if it works for you, then that's fine.' One of the key features 
of relativism is the belief that it is wrong to judge others and to count your own 
opinions and beliefs as being 'more true' than someone else's. Relativists tend to 
disapprove of activities such as missionary work, arguing that it is wrong for people 
from one society or religion to try and impose their views on others. The opposite 
position is one of absolutism: a person believes that there is a real absolute truth to be 
found. If people have different views, they are not all equally right in their own way
some are more right than others, depending on how close they are to absolute truth. 

Of course, there are problems with both points of view. For the relativist, there is the 

problem of making decisions about right and wrong, which can have practical 
consequences. Many relativists would be happy to accept that their friends have some 
different moral standards from their own, and would not wish to judge them for it. 
However, there often comes a point at which the relativist will want to draw a line. He 
or she is unlikely to think that if other people want to steal his or her property or 

murder his or her children, that's fine and no-one should be judgemental of them. 
However relativist people are, there are generally some rules that they hold to be 
absolute, for example the rule that people should respect each other's rights and 
freedoms. When relativism is applied to religion, many relativists would be happy to 
accept that there might be different religious groups within their community, all of 
which are right in their own way, but they might want to draw the line if one group 
starts to make what they consider to be unreasonable demands of others. 
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The absolutist point of view also has difficulties. Within religion, there are many people 
who believe that the truth of their own belief system is absolutely true. If, for example, 

they believe in the existence of God, they believe that God's existence is absolute. The 

implication is that those who do not believe in God are wrong. If it is believed that the 

Bible or the Qur'an is the absolute word of God, then those who do not accept it are 

wrong. But how are people to know what absolute truth might be? A Christian might 
sincerely believe that Jesus is the son of God, and be prepared to say that he or she 

knows this to be true; but a Muslim might equally sincerely believe it to be a 

blasphemous falsehood. Those who claim to know the truth are often accused of 
arrogance because of their confidence that they are right. 

Relativist views tend to be more popular than absolutist views, because they appear to 

promote tolerance and an acceptance of difference. The development of modem 

communications and of world travel means that those who live in affluent countries 

have far more access to the beliefs and practices of other people. Sometimes this can 
lead to what is often called a 'pick and mix' approach to religion, where people choose 

different aspects of different religions that appeal to them and combine them to make 
their own customised belief system. 

Practice exam question 

(a) Explain the "View that modern society has no need of God. 

In this answer, you need to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of atheist 

points of view. You could include ideas from humanism, from those who argue that 

science has 'disproved' religion, from those who argue that the problem of evil 
cannot be resolved, from those who take a Marxist perspective, and from those 

who claim that 'God is dead'. There are many different reasons for atheism, and 

your answer should show that you are aware of the range of ideas. 

(b) To what extent have religious believers pro-vided a satisfactory response to 
atheism? 

Here, you need to consider how religious people might respond to atheism. You 
will not have time to deal with every issue in detail, for example you cannot expand 

on every response to the problem of evil, but you should aim to give an overview 

of why religious people still maintain their faith. For high marks, you need to 
demonstrate evaluative skill, and argue about whether a religious response to 

atheism can be satisfactory. Your answer will probably suggest that what is 

'satisfactory' depends on the person, and that an atheist is unlikely to find any 

religious response satisfactory. 



Muslim pilgrims have been cramming into the home of a Bolton couple to examine 
the 'miracle aubergine' whose seeds spell out the name of their God, Allah. More than 
50 worshippers crowded inside the terraced house on Essingdon Street, Daubhill, last 
night, after reading in the BEN how Ruksana Patel had cut into the vegetable and 
discovered the 'miracle'. 

Ruksana, 23, made the discovery in the kitchen of her home. She and her husband, 
Salim, 25, immediately recognised the Arabic word spelling out Allah and rushed to 

their priest, Mr Abdullah Patel. Mr Patel, of the Masjid-e-Gosia Mosque on Auburn 
Street, Daubhill, confirmed the outline of the word and that 'a miracle' had occurred. 
(Bolton Evening News, 13 March 1996) 

What criteria does an event have to meet before it can be described as a miracle? 

Do miracles happen today? Were the miracles described in the Bible real historical 
events that could have been witnessed by anyone passing by at the time, or were they 

a poetic way of explaining people's beliefs? If God can and does perform miracles, what 
does this imply about his nature? 

Miracle stories are a significant feature of the Bible. They are used as examples of God's 

saving power and personal interest in his people, for example in the miracle of the 
parting of the Red Sea at the Exodus: 

Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, and all that night the Lord drove the 
sea back with a strong east wind and turned it into dry land. The waters were 
divided, and the Israelites went through the sea on dry ground, with a wall of water 
on their right and on their left. (Exodus 14:21-2) 
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For Jews, miracles are an essential part of their story as a nation. The miracles described 
in the scriptures are taken as evidence of God's care for his chosen people, and the 
stories of what God has done for his people throughout their history are repeated in 
homes and synagogues at festivals throughout the year. 

In the Christian tradition, miracles are used as proof by the Gospel writers, to show that 
Jesus really was the Messiah that the Jews were expecting: 

I will keep you and will make you 
to be a covenant for the people 
and a light for the Gentiles, 

to open eyes that are bli~ 
to free captives from prison 
and to release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness. (Isaiah 42:6-7) 

They are used as illustrations of Jesus as the Son of God: they show that Jesus had 
God's absolute power over nature: 

One day Jesus said to his disciples, Zet's go over to the other side if the lake. , So they 
got into a boat and set out. As they saile~ he foil asleep. A squall came down on the 
lak~ so that the boat was being swampe~ and they were in great danger. Jhe 
disciples went and woke hin; saying; Yaste~; Maste~; were going to drown!, He got 
up and rebuked the wind and the raging waters,· the storm subside~ and all was 
calm. (Luke 8:22-4) 

They are used as indicators of what the kingdom of God will be like, when the blind 
are made to see again: 

Jhe people were amazed when they saw the mute speaking; the crippled made we14 
the lame walking and the blind seeing. And they praised the God if Israel 
(Matthew 15:31) 

Prisoners are miraculously set free, as a fulfilment of prophecy: 

Suddenly there was such a violent earthquake that the foundations if the prison were 
shaken. At once all the prison doors .flew op~ and everybodys chains came loose. 
(Acts 16:26) 

They show Jesus' ability to give new life even to those who have died: 

While Jesus was still speaking; some men came from the house ifJairus, the synagogue 
ruler. 'Jbur daughter is detU4 , they said. 'W1.ijl bother the teacher any more?, Ignoring 
what they sa~ Jesus told the synagogue rule~; Von't be afra~· Just believe. , 
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He did not let anyone follow him except Peter, james and john the brother of james. 

When they came to the home of the synagogue ruler, jesus saw a commotion, with 
people crying and wailing loudly. He went in and said to them, 'Why all this 
commotion and wailing? The child is not dead but asleep. 'But they laughed at him. 

After he put them all out, he took the child's father and mother and the disciples who 
were with him, and went in where the child was. He took her by the hand and said 
to her, 'Talitha koum!' (which means, 'Little girl, I say to you, get up!'). Immediately 
the girl stood up and walked around (she was twelve years old). At this they were 

completely astonished. (Mark 5:35-42) 

Many believe that the whole essence of the Christian message depends upon the 

concept of miracle: the miracle of God becoming incarnate, born of a virgin; the 
miracle of his taking on the sin of the world; and the miracle of his resurrection. They 

might argue that to reject the view that God pedorms miracles is to reject the whole of 

Christianity. 

Miracle stories, such as that of the 

Feeding of the 5, 000, are considered by 
many Christians to be essential to the 

gospel message. 

We will consider three main issues that arise in the discussion of miracles. Firstly, there is the 

problem of definition: what do we mean when we use the word 'miracle' to describe an 

event? This is an important issue, because other questions (such as whether miracles happen 
today) cannot be answered without a shared understanding of what a miracle is. Secondly, 

there is the issue of whether miracles actually happen: whether interpreting an event as 'a 

miracle' is something that a reasonable person might do. Thirdly, there is a need to consider 

the implications of the idea of miracle for an understanding of the nature of God: is the 

concept of a God who occasionally intervenes in the world to pedorm miracles consistent 

with other beliefs about the nature of God? 
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The problem of definition 

What is a miracle? It is a word that is in common English usage. When an accident 

happens which had the potential to be much worse, people say 'It's a miracle that 

no-one was killed'. If there is a terrible natural disaster, and someone is pulled alive 

from the wreckage when hope was fading, reporters talk about a 'miracle rescue'. More 

commonly, advertisers talk about 'miracle' cleaning products, 'miracle' hair restorers, 
and 'miracle' fertilizers for your plants - but what does it actually mean? 

The word comes from the Latin miraculum, meaning 'wonder', but, in religious 

understanding, a miracle is something more specific than any wonderful event or 

narrow escape. For the majority of religious believers, a miracle is something 

extraordinary (in comparison with the ordinary, expected course of things) which has 

been brought about by God for a particular purpose. The notion of miracle carries with 

it a religious interpretation of an event. Something must be more than just unexpected 

and in apparent violation of the laws of nature to be a miracle. It must have some kind 

of religious significance, and it must fit in with our understanding of God. We would 

not call some apparently supernatural event which did nothing but harm a miracle, 

even if it did defy the laws of nature as we know them, but we might call it a miracle if 

it did good. (This raises questions about 'miracles' such as the plagues in Exodus, 

which did good for some people but harm for others. The Hebrews might have looked 

on them as wonderful events, but the Egyptians who lost their drinking supply, their 

cattle and their frrst-born sons might not have seen it that way.) 

Writers such as C. Stephen Evans, in his book 7he Philosophy o/ Religion: 7hinking 

about Faith (Intervarsity Press, 1985), have argued that miracles are not just magic 

tricks: 'Obviously the miracles of a religion such as Christianity are not merely bizarre 
events or stunts. They have a function and purpose, and usually that function is a 

revelatory one.' 

One famous definition of miracle comes from the eighteenth-century philosopher 
David Hume, who wrote about miracles in his Enquiry Concerning Human 

Understanding: ~ miracle may be accurately defined, a transgression of a law of nature 

by a particular volition of the Deity or by the interposition of some invisible agent.' 

Hume here leaves open the possibility that a miracle could be performed by angels or 

demons, for example. Hume's definition led him on to argue that a reasonable person 

has no grounds for believing that miracles ever happen, as we shall see later. 
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John Macquarrie, in Principles of Christian Theology (SCM Press, 1966), took up the 

point that a miracle has to be something which is attributable to God, in addition to 
being a wonderful event. He writes: 

In a minimal sense, a miracle is an event that excites wonder. Certainly every event 
that might be called a 'miracle' would do this, and there must be many such events, 
but it is evident that in a religious context the word 'miracle' carries more than just 
this minimal sense. It is believed that God is in the event in some special way, that he 
is the author of it, and intends to achieve some special end by it. 

Macquarrie goes on to say that some nineteenth-century philosophers and theologians 

tried to argue that everything is a miracle, because everything is brought about by God. 
They wanted to argue this case because of the problems raised by the idea of a God 
who performs occasional miracles for a selected few. However, Macquarrie argues that 
the 'everything is a miracle' definition is not very helpful, because there are some 
events which stand out as being more important and significant than others. If we call 
everything a miracle, then the word loses any kind of meaning. Therefore we have to 
show in our definition of miracle that it refers to an event which has some kind of 
distinctiveness. Macquarrie writes: 

Here we come up against the traditional view that a miracle has its distinctiveness 
because it is an event which breaks into the order of nature. By this it is meant that 
the so-called 'laws' or regular procedures of nature are on some occasions suspended, 
so that miraculous events take place without 'natural' causes and as the consequence 
of 'supernatural' agency; or, in some accounts of the matter, there is added to the 
natural causes operating in a given situation a supernatural cause, and the result 
produced is other than it would have been, had only the natural causes been at work. 

So Macquarrie is saying that in the traditional view, when a miracle occurs, natural laws 
('rules' of nature) could be suspended. Examples of this might be in the story where 

Jesus walked on the water, where Jesus did not sink under the water as would have 

been expected if only natural laws had been in operation; or at the feeding of the 5,000, 
where five loaves and two fishes miraculously filled 5, 000 hungry people, instead of 
satisfying only a few. Although this traditional view is one which is widely held within 
the Christian church, Macquarrie himself rejected belief that God sometimes suspends 
the laws of nature, because of the philosophical difficulties they raise. Another thinker, 
R. F. Holland, also made the point that miracles might not have to break the laws of 
nature, and gave the example of a child playing on a railway line, just around a bend, 
so that the driver of the approaching train had no idea that the child was on the line. 
The child's mother, from a vantage point on the hillside, can see both the child and the 
train and is powerless to do anything about it. But just in time, the train stops a few 
feet away and the child is unharmed - the driver had fainted and the brakes had been 
applied automatically. The mother, no doubt, would see such an event as a miracle, 
even if other people might interpret it as just a happy coincidence. 
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It seems, then, that the majority of scholars are agreed on what a miracle is, although 

there are differences of opinion. A miracle has to be brought about by God; for many, 

it has to break the laws of nature in some way - there should be no natural, scientific 

explanation for what has happened; and it must happen for a reason, to fulfil God's 

purposes in some way. Protestant orthodoxy normally confines itself to belief in the 

miracles of the Bible, whereas Catholics claim that miracles have occurred at all times 

throughout Church history, up to the present day. In more charismatic Protestant 
churches, healing services are held where the minister 'lays hands' on members of the 

congregation, and miraculous cures have been reported. 

The issue of how to define a miracle came under discussion in recent years, following 

the death of Mother Teresa of Calcutta in 1997. Many of her followers and admirers 

within the Roman Catholic Church wanted her to be canonised (given the status of a 

saint), and they were pressing for this to happen even before she died, but in order for 

canonisation to be allowed by the Vatican, it had to be shown that Mother Teresa had 

performed at least two posthumous miracles. This, of course, raised the issue of what 

would qualify to be counted as a miracle - especially as hundreds of people came 

forward, claiming that Mother Teresa had performed some miraculous work for them 

after her death. Would a dream in which someone saw Mother Teresa and heard her 

voice be considered a 'miracle'? Probably not: anyone can have a dream about anyone 

else, without that other person having actually caused the dream. Also, anyone could 

claim to have had such a dream, but there would be no way of testing this claim and 

getting concrete evidence. In order for the 'miracle' to be counted, it had to be 
something which science could not explain, and which was open to verification by 

observers, who should be in a position to vouch for the facts of the matter both before 

and after the event. Many people claimed to have been cured of illnesses by Mother 

Teresa, and enquiries were set up to investigate these claims. 

Hundreds if people have claimed to be the 

recipients if miracles brought about by the 

saintliness if Mother Teresa. 
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In 2002, Pope John Paul IT signed decrees which accepted as authentic one of the 

miracles attributed to Mother Teresa. This acceptance gave Mother Teresa the status of 

beatification (having the title 'Blessed' in front of her name). This miracle involved a 
Bengali woman, Monica Besra, who had been suffering from a large abdominal tumour. 
It was claimed that on the first anniversary of Mother Teresa's death, a locket containing 

a photograph of Mother Teresa had been applied to Mrs Besra's abdomen by two nuns, 

prayers had been said, and this had cured the tumour. After months of investigation by 

Vatican officials, the Pope judged that the cure had genuinely been the result of 

supernatural intervention by Mother Teresa. A miracle had taken place which was 
directly attributable to her. 

The case, however, raised controversy. Although some of the doctors who treated Mrs 

Besra said that there was no scientific explanation for her recovery, others disagreed, 

saying that the tumour was tubercular and had simply responded to an anti-tubercular 
drug - there was no reason to attribute the cure to Mother Teresa. Other people 

objected, too; not because they had opinions about whether this was or was not a 

miracle, but because they felt that the whole of Mother Teresa's work for the poor was 

evidence of her sainthood. They argued that God was clearly acting through Mother 

Teresa in her life and example. The concern that she had shown for the poor, her self

sacrifice, and her skill in attracting the attention of the world to the Christian message 

was, some said, miraculous in itse~ and the call for posthumous miracles was missing 
the point and insulting to her memory. 

Aquinas on miracle 

It seems that, for many, in order for something to be properly called a miracle, it must 
_be outside the normal operations of nature and science, and it must be an occurrence 

where an alternative, natural explanation cannot be produced. This understanding 

stems from the work of Thomas Aquinas, who, in the thirteenth century, attempted to 
define different events which could be interpreted as miraculous, in his work Summa 

Contra Gentiles. Aquinas recognised that to call an event a 'miracle' is to put an 

interpretation onto what happened and express an opinion about it (just as calling an 

event a 'tragedy' is to interpret it): 
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Jhings that are done occasionally by divine power outside if the usual established 
order if events are commonly called miracles (wonders). Wi? wonder when we see an 
'!!feet and do not know the cause. And because one and the same cause is sometimes 
known to some and unknown to others, it happens that if the witnesses of the '!!feet 
some wonder and some do not wonder: thus an astronomer does not wonder at 
seeing an eclipse if the sun, at which a person that is ignorant if astronomy cannot 
help wondering. 

Aquinas went on to argue that for an event to be properly worthy of the name 'miracle', 

it has to be an event which is intrinsically wonderful, not just wonderful to this person 
but not to that one. (This would rule out, for example, calling the ordinary birth of a 

healthy baby a 'miracle' -it might appear miraculous to the new baby's delighted 

parents, but, for most people, the production of babies is something normal, natural 

and to be expected from humans.) Aquinas also claimed that, for an event to be a 

miracle, it must have a cause which is 'absolutely hidden'. The launching of a space 

shuttle, then, would not be a miracle even though the majority of us might not 

understand how it was achieved, because the cause is not completely hidden - those 
who made the shuttle and did the launching would, one hopes, be aware of how it was 

done. 

Aquinas believed that miracles could be placed in rank order. At the top of his list, the 
highest order of miracles, is 'those in which something is done by God that nature can 

never do'. He gave some examples of this from the Bible. One was from the book of 

Isaiah 38:7-8, where God made a shadow move backwards, as a sign to Hezekiah; 

another was from Joshua 10:12-14, where the sun and moon were made to stand still 

so that Joshua and his men had time to destroy their enemies, the Amorites, and return 
to their camp in safety. 

Miracles if the second rank are those in which God does something that nature can 
d~ but not in that sequence and connection. 

For this second rank, Aquinas gave examples such as people being able to see after 

being blind (where, in the natural order of things, people see first and then become 

blind but the process does not happen the other way around, in his view); people living 
after being dead; and people being able to walk, after being lame or paralysed. Today 

we might argue that walking after being lame or even paralysed does sometimes 

happen naturally or with the help of medical science, and that restoration of sight is 
not uncommon, but these are examples given by Aquinas from within his thirteenth
century experience. 
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Finally, Aquinas argues: 

A miracle of the third rank is something done by God, which is usually done by the 
operation of nature, but is done in this case without the working of natural 
principles, as when one is cured by divine power of a fever, in itself naturally curable, 
or when it rains without any working of the elements. 

Here, Aquinas meant the sort of miracle in which a broken limb is mended in an 

instant. With the normal workings of nature, we would expect the break to mend 

gradually through the usual healing processes, but, if it was a miracle, God could 

intervene and make the same thing happen while by-passing natural means. 

Hume's rejection of miracle 

Most Roman Catholic pilgrims who 
visit the shrine at Lourdes go to worship 
and seek inner peace. However, there 
have been reports of miraculous 

beatings. 

Probably the most important rejection of the idea of miracle comes from the 

philosopher David Hume (1711-76). Hume believed that miracles were, almost by 

their very definition, beyond the realms of reasonable belief- no sensible person could 

seriously believe that a miracle had happened, when other interpretations of the event 
would always be far more likely. 

Hume was very pleased with his argument refuting reports of miracles. In his Enquiry 

Concerning Human Understanding he writes: 
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I flatter myse(/; that I have discovered an argument of a like nature, which, if .fust, 
will, with the wise and learned, be an everlasting check to all kinds of superstitious 
delusion, and consequently, will be ust!ful as long as the world endures. 

According to Hume, wise and sensible people form their beliefs on the basis of 
evidence. A sensible belief will be proportioned to the evidence, so that it must be more 
likely that something is true than false, before a sensible person will believe it. Hume 
argued that, in the case of miracles, we should weigh the evidence, looking at which is 
the more likely; do we think that natural rules will have held good, or do we think that 
it is more likely that a miracle will have taken place? In Burne's way of thinking, our 

past experience has shown us that, for example, water does not turn into wine, and 
neither can people walk on it, and the whole weight of our past experience bears this 
out. Therefore reports that something different has happened should be treated with 

scepticism. 

If someone tells you that he or she has witnessed a miracle, then you have several 
choices. You could believe the person - particularly if you know the person well and 
think that he or she is the sort of person who usually tells the truth. Alternatively, you 
could think that the person is mistaken, or is deliberately deceiving you. Hume argued 
that the reasonable person would opt for the most likely of the choices; and although 
it might be unlikely that this person is deceitful or joking, and it might be unlikely that 

he or she has made a mistake, it will always be even more unlikely that a miracle 

actually occurred. The balance of probability shows us in every case that it would be 
unreasonable to believe in the miracle. 

Hume argued that, for a miracle to be called a miracle at all, it must be something that 
never happens in the normal world and, therefore, miracles do not happen, by their 

own definition. In his own words: 

7here must therifore be a uniform experience against every miraculous event, 
otherwise that event would not merit that appellation. And as a uniform experience 
amounts to a proq£ there is here a direct and full proo/, from the nature of the fact, 
against the existence of any miracle. 

Hume also claimed that stories of miracles tended to come from 'ignorant and 

barbarous places and nations' rather than from well-educated people; therefore the 
testimony of people who claimed to have been firsthand witnesses of miracles was not 

to be trusted. These were people who were likely to be gullible, and who were less 
familiar with more rational and scientific ways of looking at the world. We should take 
more notice of these reports if the alleged witnesses had a reputation to lose should 

their stories turn out to be untrue, or if they had nothing to gain. Hume went on to 
argue that people have a natural tendency to look for marvellous events, and to want 
to believe in the supernatural and paranormal, and that this desire might colour the 
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interpretation of events. He said that there were no really well-supported cases 

where miracles had been witnessed by a suitable number of reliable people; no 

miraculous occurrences which were 'attested by a sufficient number of men, of such 

unquestioned good-sense, education, and learning, as to secure us against all delusion 
in themselves ... '. 

Hume argued that a sensible person 
'proportions his belief to the evidence', 
and said that it was far more likely 

that a report of a miracle was false 
than that it was true. 

Hume's final point was that the different miracle stories from different religious 

traditions tended to contradict each other, making the other seem less likely or 

cancelling each other out. A miracle story from Christianity aims to show the primary 

authority of Jesus, whereas miracle stories from Islam claim that it is Muhammad who 

has been given first authority by God. Hume's view was that each of these differing 

accounts weakened the other's evidential force. 

Some answers to Hume 

1. Hume's definition of miracle is often criticised. Many argue that Hume fails to 

recognise that the 'laws of nature' are descriptive, rather than prescriptive: in other 

words, they tell us about what has been observed, they do not tell nature what it may 
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or may not do. Therefore, if something happens which goes against the rules of nature, 
it just is different from events that have previously been observed; it does not break a 
rule which must be obeyed. A 'transgression of the laws of nature', then, is not an 
impossibility, it is an unusual occurrence which adds to our understanding. 

It is argued, against Hume, that his view of looking at the laws of nature operating in 

the world is one typical of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (and of course 
Hume could hardly be blamed for this outlook). We are far more likely, nowadays, to 
recognise that the so-called 'laws' of science are provisional; they work for us, for now, 
as descriptors of what has been observed, but we are willing to accept that we may 

come across exceptions to our rules which will lead us to revise what we had previously 
thought to be true. We are more willing to accept that events may possibly occur which 
are beyond our past experience, but we are still likely to think that there must be a 
scientific explanation for these events, even if we do not yet know what these are. Other 
writers, however, such as Stephen Evans and J. L. Mackie, say that Hume simply meant 
that a miracle was an exception to the normal processes of nature, and that this does 
not show a misunderstanding of the nature of laws of nature. 

2. Modem thinkers, therefore, are likely to want to modify Hume's view: miraculous 

events are not necessarily impossible, but they are unlikely. Hume would still say 
that the sensible person would choose the likely interpretation of an event rather than 
the unlikely. 

3. Some theologians would object to Hume's definition of miracle on the grounds that 
it misses out the point of a miracle, which is its revelatory purpose. A miracle is not just 
an exception to the normal course of nature, but is an event with a special significance 
to it and reason for it. That reason is the revelation of God. 

4. Modem liberal theologians consider that there is an element of myth in the Bible, 
and they might well agree with Hume that there are stories which seem so improbable 
that it is very hard for a rational person to believe in them, but this does not make the 
whole miracle storyworthless. If the myth is removed (the story is 'demythologised', to 

use the terminology of Rudolf Bultmann) there is still truth there to be found; the point 
still remains. The miracle story may have been a way of saying that God is like this, that 
the kingdom of heaven is like that. We may no longer be able to accept a world view 

that includes miraculous events, but this need not mean that we have to reject the 
revelation too. This is the view of John Macquarrie, Maurice Wtles and others. Their 
answer to the question 'is it reasonable to believe in miracles?' then, would be that it 
could be unreasonable to believe literally in all the miracle stories of the Bible, but that 
these stories do have a truth which remains once the mythology has been taken out. 

Stories of present-day miracles might be met with some scepticism, especially those 

which do not seem to have any particular point, such as accounts of statues which 
produce blood. 

I 
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5. One of Hume's other arguments was that testimonies to miracles were invariably 

unreliable, coming from uneducated people who had an interest in having their stories 

accepted. One criticism of this view is that Hume does not consider the possibility of 

first-hand experience of a miracle; he assumes that we only learn of miracles by report. 

He writes of what a sensible person would do on hearing reports of a miracle, but not 

of what that person might do if miraculously healed; he writes of reports of miracles 
coming from far-away nations, but not of what his conclusions might be if an apparent 

miracle happened on his own doorstep in Edinburgh. People have suggested that 

perhaps Hume's view might have changed if he had experienced a miracle himself. 

6. Hume also does not consider that a miracle might leave evidence that could be seen 

by many, such as a healed man walking about again in his home town. Possibly Hume 

is right that many reports of miracles have been exaggerated or invented, but this does 

not mean that this is true of all of them. As Hume began from the belief that no 

reasonable person could believe in miracles, it was perhaps inevitable that he would 
consider those who report miracles to be ignorant. 

7. Hume could also be criticised for making a jump from what is improbable to what is 

beyond rational acceptance. There are numerous reported incidents of very unlikely 

things happening, where the balance of probability was heavily weighted against their 

occurrence, but this does not mean that they did not happen. Most of us can think of 

instances in our own lives when something highly unlikely actually happened: the 

holidays we took in distant countries where we met our next door neighbours walking 

along the beach; the times we were just thinking about a friend we had been neglecting 
for months when she happened to telephone; the times when two people tum up at a 

wedding wearing identical outfits even though there are hundreds to choose from in 

the shops. Had we reported these events to Hume, he might have concluded that we 

were mistaken or deceiving him, because of the weight of probability against them 

having actually taken place - but we still know that they did. 

8. Finally, Hume's point that different miracle stories from different religions count 

against each other is probably the weakest in his argument. It does not follow that if 
different belief systems make different claims, then they must both be wrong; it is quite 

possible that one could be true and the others false. It would be a more forceful 

criticism if it could be shown that reports of miracles from within one religion were 
contradictory- which perhaps they are. 
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Maurice Wdes and God's Action in the World 

Maurice Wtles (1923-2005), a twentieth-century philosopher of religion, argued against 

traditional belief in miracles, but for a very different reason from the position taken by 

Hume. Wtles was part of a group of authors who wrote a controversial book called Ihe 
Myth o/ God Incarnate ( ed. John Hick, Westminster John Knox, 1977) in which they 
argued that some of the first-century ways of looking at the world are inappropriate for 

the present day. When Wtles wrote his book Gods Action in the World (SCM Press, 

1986) he wanted to explain how God could be seen as taking part in the affairs of 

people and showing concern for the events of history, but reinterpreting this in a way 
that could make sense to modem people rather than people of biblical times. 

In his book, Wtles describes how Christian teaching has always interwoven prophecy 

and miracle as the two key pointers to its main message: the incarnation of God in 

Christ. He writes that the early Christians did not see any difficulty in accepting the 

occurrence of miracle; for them, creation itself and all the regularities of the workings 

of nature were entirely dependent on the will of God, so there was nothing 

unacceptable in the idea that, sometimes, God might will nature to work in a different 

way from usual in order to achieve his purposes. 

Wtles does not reject the possibility of miracle for scientific, rationalist reasons, as he 
explains: 'Certainly the notion of miracle cannot simply be ruled out on scientific 

grounds as logically impossible, since the world we know is not a closed, 

deterministically ordered system.' 

He does not see anything logically wrong with the idea that God could choose, if he 

wanted to, to dry up the sea, because God had, after all, made the sea in the first place 
and decided how it would operate. For Wtles, the problem was not one of logical 

inconsistency, but a problem of making sense of the morality and the wisdom of God. 

In his view, the real problem with the idea that God performs miracles is closely related 

to the problem of evil: 

Miracles must by difinition be relatively infrequent or else the whole idea o/ laws o/ 
nature, even o/ a broadly statistical sort; would be underminet4 and ordered life as 
we know it an impossibility. Jet even so it would seenz strange that no miraculous 
intervention prevented Auschwitz or Hiroshima, while the pu!poses apparently 
forwarded by some o/ the miracles acclaimed in traditional Christian faith seenz 
trivial by comparison. Ihus to acknowledge even the possibility o/ miracle raises 
acute problenzs for theodicy. 
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Wtles argued that although God could perform miracles and suspend the laws of nature 

if he wanted to, it would be impossible for this to happen very often, otherwise we 

would not be able to have laws of nature at all. If the sea dried up every day to prevent 

people from drowning, or gravity stopped working every time someone fell from a 

dangerous height, or fire sometimes did no harm, then it would be impossible for us 
to live normal lives - we would never know what the natural world was going to do 

next. 

But even so, Wtles argued, if we take a traditional view of miracle, then it is very difficult 

to see why God apparently did nothing miraculous to prevent the huge tragedies that 

are part of human history. Wtles asks here why nothing prevented Auschwitz or 

Hiroshima - today, we might ask why nothing prevented the planes from hitting the 
Twin Towers, or the tsunami from causing such damage in Asia, or the Pakistan 

earthquake from claiming so many lives. Wtles compares enormous tragedies, where 

there was no miracle, with some of the miracle stories in the New Testament, and says 

that it becomes very difficult to see why God would, for example, heal an individual 

blind man and give him his sight back, and yet let so many other people die horribly 
without doing anything to help. 

For Wiles, it was impossible to accept 
that God occasionally intervenes in the 
world to perform miracles for a few 
individuals, but did nothing to prevent 
the devastation of Hiroshima. 

Wtles' objection to the traditional view of miracles, then, is on moral grounds. He 

thought that if there is a God who sometimes performs these sudden miraculous 

interventions in the world, then it must be an arbitrary God - a God who has favourites, 

a God who can be unfair and who lacks compassion. For Wtles, the answer had to be 

that God works in the world in other ways, and not with these sudden random miracles 
just for a chosen few. 
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Criticisms of Wtles 

• The main objection to Wtles' view, of course, would be that it is not consistent with 

the teaching of the Bible. Wtles might not like the concept of a God who performs 
occasional miracles, but the Bible is quite clear that this is how God operates. 

• Some might claim that Wtles is wrong to judge God's actions by human moral 

standards. If God wants to cure a blind man but not save the people of Hiroshima, 

they might argue, then because it is God's choice, it will be the right thing to do

even if we cannot understand it. 

• It could also be argued that Wtles misses the point of miracles; they are not meant to 

be simply helping people in need, but have the purpose of revealing something about 

God. 

Practice exam question 

(a) Explain why some people believe that God does not perform miracles. 

In this question, you need to outline different views from those who object to the idea 

of miracles. Hume would be an obvious good choice to use. You should also look at 

other opinions, for example the views ofWtles, to show that religious people as well as 

non-religious ones sometimes find belief in miracles hard to accept. It would useful as 
well to make clear the way in which you understand the term 'miracle'. 

(b) 'Belief in miracle is essential for religious faith.' To what extent would you 
agree with this view? 

For this part of the answer, you need to decide whether it is possible to be religious 

without believing in miracles. You might think that it is possible, but that it would be a 

very different kind of religion, or you might think that to reject the miracle stories is to 

cast doubt on the truth of scripture to the point where the person could not really be 

called a religious believer at all. For high marks, you should present a coherent 

argument, considering different possible opinions and reaching a well-supported 
conclusion. 

I 



Creation in the Bible 

The Jewish scriptures present a way of understanding the world that is in sharp contrast 

to the world view offered by philosophy. The philosophical tradition of questioning and 

supporting ideas with reasoned argument is at odds with the Bible, which assumes 
from the outset that God exists and that there are self-evident truths about him. The 

Bible is not written in an argumentative style but as a series of stories. Poetry and myth 

is used to convey truth, interspersed with historical accounts, genealogies, letters, 

prophecy and accounts of visions. 

In the Bible, God is at the centre. God is not an explanatory factor with a secondary 
place but is the focus. The God of the Bible is very much an active force in the world, 

taking an interest in the personal lives and morality of individuals. He is concemed for 

all kinds of people, whether they are intellectually able or not. God speaks to them 

personally; God intervenes in nature to perform miracles; God made all people, and 

the rest of the universe, according to his own plan. The Biblical God sets the standard 

for goodness and then demands that people follow it, rewarding them when they are 
faithful to his commands and punishing them when they fall short or deliberately 

disobey. 

The jewish scriptures, or Old 
Testament, gave Christians a 
framework for understanding 
the nature of God. 
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The concept of God as creator 

According to the Bible, God is responsible for bringing the universe into existence. 
Everything that exists owes its existence to God's creative activity, and nothing is made 

except that which is made by God - so if there are evil forces in the universe, they had 

no part to play in creation. 

The universe is seen in the Bible as set apart from God. God is not 'Nature-itself', and 

the different elements of the universe are not considered to be in some way component 

parts of God; God is transcendent over his creation and exists separately from it. 

There are many passages in the Bible which portray the creative activity of God, for 

example in Job and in the Psalms, but of course the major creation stories of the Bible 

are found in the opening chapters of Genesis. 

Genesis itself is not an independent book, written by a single author, that can be 
interpreted alone as a simple text. It forms part of a much longer narrative, called the 

Hexateuch (the first six books of the Bible), taking the story of the Jewish nation from 

Creation to the entrance of the tribes into Canaan in the book of Joshua. Gerhard von 

Rad, in Genesis: A Commentary (SCM Press, 1961), writes: 

Ihe basic theme qf the Hexateuch may be stated as follows: Goc4 the Creator qf the 

wor/4 called the patriarchs and promised them the Land qf Canaan. When Israel 
became numerous in Egyp~ God led the people through the wilderness with 
wonde?fitl demonstrations qf grace; then after their lengthy wandering he gave them 
under Joshua the Promised Land 

This theme is often known amongst biblical scholars by the German term 

Heilsgeschichte, or salvation history. The Bible tells the story of how God has saved his 
creation, and the early parts of Genesis should be seen as fitting in to this larger picture. 

They set the scene, to make sense of the times when God made a covenant with 

Abraham; when the people were in slavery in Egypt; when they were rescued by God 

with the aid of Moses, and given the Ten Commandments when the Sinai covenant was 
made; and finally (in the Hexateuch) when they were led into the Promised Land. One 

of the purposes of the writers of the creation stories in Genesis, then, was to introduce 
this theme of salvation history. It is important for the interpretation of any text, whether 

biblical or not, to consider the purposes of the writer or writers in order to gain an 

understanding of its meaning, and so an understanding of the creation stories in 

Genesis is aided by a consideration of the purposes of its writers. 

I 
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When reading the creation accounts in Genesis, therefore, although there is the 

message of faith in God as creator, it needs to be seen as secondary to the purpose of 

showing God's saving role through history. God can save the people from slavery, can 
make binding covenants with Noah, and with Abraham and Moses, because he is the 

creator of the universe. 

Another purpose of the Genesis stories is to display God's power. God is understood 
as omnipotent, or 'all-powerful' - the whole of the universe is created by God and is 

subject to God. God is so powerful that he can create whatever he likes, just by saying 

the word, and there is nothing in the universe to compare with him. 

What, then, were the main purposes of the writer or writers of the Genesis creation 
stories? It is sometimes suggested that part of the purpose of this part of Genesis was 

to counter the views put forward in other creation stories from other cultures. Genesis 

rejects the idea that God is just a local national deity; he is not just the God of the Jews, 
one of a number of gods of equal power. Genesis makes a firm claim that this saving 

God of history is the only, omnipotent, creator God. God is not one of the forces of 

nature or Nature-itself; God does not pervade the universe but stands apart from his 

creation as transcendent. 

In the traditions of 
Christianity, judaism and 

Islam, God is not part of 
creation but transcends it. 
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The authorship of Genesis is a difficult matter and has been the subject of a great deal 
of research which continues today. Most biblical scholars agree that the Hexateuch was 

composed of material from a variety of sources, from different writers, narratives 

written at different times and with different interests, put together to form a connected 

whole. The details of the views of different biblical scholars need not concern us, but 

there is the need to recognise that, for most scholars, these writings come from many 

sources, including perhaps ancient creation myths from Babylon and other areas, and 
have evolved into the shape that they now have - unless you take the view of some 

Christians, who believe that the Bible was dictated or 'inspired' literally word for word 

by God with no contribution by the authors at all except that of the amanuensis. These 

different ways of considering the extent to which (if at all) the Bible is the word of God 

is an issue to which we will return. 

God as creator in Genesis 

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless 
and emp~ darkness was over the suiface of the deep, and the spirit of God was 
hovering over the waters. And God said, Zet there be light; and there was light. God 
saw that the light was good, and He separated the light from the darkness. God called 
the light tiay; and the darkness be called ~igbt~ And there was evening, and there 
was morning- the first day. (Genesis 1: 1-5) 

The general picture of the beginning of the world here is rather like the creation 

myth of Babylon, where, before the heavens and earth were created, there existed 

dark and swirling waters. Some scholars argue that the writers of Genesis used the 
Babylonian story when they were writing their own - although, of course, other 

people would argue that Genesis is a book from God and any similarities with 

other stories are just coincidence. The 'Spirit of God' hovering over the waters is 

translated in some versions of the Bible as a 'wind'. God's Spirit is also symbolised 
elsewhere in the Bible in terms of a mighty or rushing wind, f<;>r example in the 

story of Pentecost in Acts 2:2, where the Holy Spirit is given to the first Christians. 

God is seen as imposing order, through effortless creativity; over the chaos of the 

waters. Was the description of water existing before God began his work meant to be a 

symbolic way of representing chaos before the origins of the universe? Or did the 

writers think that they were recording fact, writing down 'science' as they knew it? 

Certainly this second verse seems to speak of some sort of reality existing which might 

have always existed, rather than God making the world out of complete nothingness. 
The opening verses show God giving order and form, creating out of chaos - is this the 

same as creation out of nothing? 
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Did God create 'out of nothing' or did 

he create out of material which 
eternally existed? 

Traditionally, Christians and Jews have held the belief that God created everything out 

of nothing. Where there was no matter, God created matter: nothing pre-existed the 

universe, except for God himself This doctrine is known as creatio ex nihilo - creation 
out of nothing. Perhaps the wording in Genesis is ambiguous about this. Some 
scientists believe that matter must have existed in some form for eternity, because in 

their view it is impossible for matter to appear out of nowhere; and it is possible to 

interpret the Genesis account in this way, where God uses formless but already existent 

'stuff' and fashions it in his own way to make the universe. However, this view is less 

popular among religious believers, because it seems to give a view of God that is not as 

impressive as a God who creates out of nothing. If God does not create out of nothing, 

then it means there is something (matter) which is also eternal, like God; so God is not 

unique. It also seems to undermine the cosmological argument for the existence of 
God (see pages 16-23), which claims that the universe cannot have caused itself but 

must have been caused by God. If matter is eternal, then maybe the universe did cause 

itself after all, reducing God to some kind of designer rather than the creator of all. 

than a God 

God's frrst creation is light- it is not seen as part of God himself but as a separate 

creation. It is not light from the sun or moon, which are created later, but an object in 

itself, made to negate the darkness of chaos and make the rest of creation possible. 

Creation is not some kind of emanation of God's being in Genesis; he remains all the 
time separate and distinct from it. 
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Each of the six days of creation is presented in a pattern: 'God said, Let ... And so it 
was.' The emphasis is on God's word, finding immediate fulfilment. This displays belief 
in God's absolute rule over creation, and also that creation reflects God's purposes
an idea that is given great significance in teleological (design) arguments for God's 
existence. 

Most of the acts of creation are given the verdict 'good', and the whole picture when 
completed is also given the same judgement: 'God saw all that he had made, and it was 
very good.' The Old Testament writers were not blind to the fact that the world contains 
evil and suffering, but at the same time neither did they consider the physical world to 
be bad, or an opposite to the spiritual world - this was a Greek idea, particularly 
favoured by Plato, but for the writers of the Bible, the physical world is good. 

God separates the elements of light and darkness, as day and night. The word 'day' is 
used in two senses: 'day' as in daytime as opposed to nighttime, and also 'day' meaning 
the whole 24-hour cycle. But, as Robert Davidson writes in his commentary in Genesis 
1-11 (Cambridge University Press, 1979): 

Attempts to make it still more flexible, to mean different aeons or stages in the known 
evolution of the world, and thus reconcile Genesis 1 with modern scientific theory, are 
misguided. The appeal of Genesis 1 is to the imagination; it is poetic, a hymn written 
for faith by faith. It is not a scientific hypothesis, nor does it need to be reconciled with 
any such hypothesis. 

And God said, 'Let there be an expanse between the waters to separate water from 
water'. So God made the expanse and separated the water under the expanse from 
the water above it. And it was so. God called the expanse 'sky'. And there was evening, 
and there was morning- the second day. (Genesis 1:6-8) 

The waters are divided by the vault of heaven, which seems to have been understood 
in terms of a solid, dome-like structure arching over the earth. The 'waters', which are 
the source of rain, are placed above the vault, and the waters below are to form seas 
and rivers. The verb used to describe the making of this vault is the word for 
'hammered', suggesting God flxing this giant hemisphere into place just as a builder 
would hammer a roof-beam. The book of]ob uses the same idea: 'Can you beat out the 
vault of the skies, as he does, hard as a mirror of cast metal?' Oob 37:18). Sometimes 
God's creativity is seen in terms of his making something, like a craftsman, gradually 
fashioning it and shaping it to take the form he intends it to have; and sometimes it is 
described in terms of the spoken word, where things appear immediately and fully 
formed simply because God has commanded them to exist. 

And God said, 'Let the water under the sky be gathered to one place, and let dry 
ground appear'. And it was so. God called the dry ground 'land', and the gathered 
waters he called 'seas'. And God saw that it was good. (Genesis 1:9-10) 
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The work of the second day is completed on the third, where the water under the dome 
is organised into oceans, leaving some drained dry land. It is clear from other places in 

the Old Testament that the earth is regarded as a solid disc set upon the waters beneath 

and surrounded by water. The security of the earth depends upon God keeping the 

waters in check, so, in the story of Noah, the flood comes because God decides to stop 
maintaining this order. 

God distinguishes things according to their nature, and gives them names; this is 
echoed later in Genesis when Adam names the animals. In Old Testament times, giving 

something or someone a name had great importance, showing the command that the 

namer had over the named. 

Then God said, 'Let the land produce vegetation: seed-bearing plants and trees on the 
land that bear fruit with seed in it, according to their various kinds'. And it was so. 
The land produced vegetation: plants bearing seed according to their kinds and trees 
bearing fruit with seed in it according to their kinds. And God saw that it was good. 

And there was evening, and there was morning- the third day. (Genesis 1:11-13) 

In the Genesis story, plants grow 
and bear different kinds of fruit 
because God commands it. 

The first signs of organic growth appear in the form of plants such as cereals, and also 

fruit trees, such as citrus and olive trees. Here, God commands the earth to be creative, 

and then the earth brings forth the plants, in a kind of combination of the ideas of God 

as creator and 'Mother Nature' continuing the same creativity. 

And God said, 'Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to separate the day from 
the night, and let them serve as signs to mark seasons and days and years, and let 
them be lights in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth'. And it was so. God 
made two great lights - the greater light to govern the day and the lesser light to 
govern the night. He also made the stars. God set them in the expanse of the sky to 
give light on the earth, to govern the day and the night, and to separate light from 
darkness. And God saw that it was good. And there was evening, and there was 
morning- the fourth day. (Genesis 1: 14-19) 
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On the fourth day, the stars, sun and moon are created. The writer deliberately does 
not mention the sun and moon by name, to avoid any confusion with other religions 
where the sun and moon are worshipped. In some other religions with which the 

Genesis writers would have been familiar, the stars were considered to be the 

controllers of human destiny, through astrology, but here the writer makes the point 

that the sun, moon and stars exist to serve God and to serve humanity by marking the 

days and the seasons. 

And God said, 'Let the water teem with living creatures, and let birds fly above the 

earth across the expanse of the sky'. So God created the great creatures of the sea and 
every living and moving thing with which the water teems, according to their kinds, 

and every winged bird according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. God 
blessed them and said, 'Be fruitful and increase in number and fill the water in the 

seas, and let the birds increase on the earth'. And there was evening, and there was 

morning- the fifth day. (Genesis 1:20-3) 

On the fifth day, now that all the conditions necessary have been created, there is the 

creation of living beings (plants were clearly not held to be in the same category). Living 

creatures are made, with the capacity to continue to procreate. The sequence of 

creation moves from the creatures furthest away from humanity (the mythical 

creatures), to the water creatures and the birds. 

And God said, 'Let the land produce living creatures according to their kinds: 

livestock, creatures that move along the ground, and wild animals, each according to 
its kind'. And it was so. God made the wild animals according to their kinds, the 

livestock according to their kinds, and all the creatures that move along the ground 
according to their kinds. And God saw that it was good. (Genesis 1:24-5) 

This is followed by, on the sixth day, the creation of land animals, which are indirectly 

made from the creative force of the earth. The land animals are divided into three 

groups: cattle, reptiles and wild animals. 

According to Genesis, each different 

species of animal was created 

instantly, fully formed. 
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Tben God said, 'Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over 

the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and 
over all the creatures that move along the ground'. 

So God created man in his own image, 
in the image of God he created him; 
male and female he created them. 

God blessed them and said to them, 'Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth 
and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every 
living creature that moves on the ground'. (Genesis 1:26-8) 

The creation of humanity is made more impressive by being preceded by a divine 

resolution: 'Let us make man.' The Hebrew word used is adam, meaning humanity, 

which is a collective noun and therefore never used in the plural. Humanity is to be 
made in God's image. The word 'image' literally means a 'duplicate'. It is difficult to 

know exactly what was meant, although some scholars suggest that to spiritualise this 

verse, to make it imply that humanity is in God's image in terms of its dignity or moral 

sense, is to over-interpret it. Perhaps the writer meant to claim that people actually look 

like God. The writing certainly does not limit this likeness to any particular aspect of 

humanity; rather, it suggests that humanity in its totality is in the image of God. The 

implications of what being in the image of God might mean are only sketched; what is 

made far more explicit is that humanity has a purpose. This is the commission to rule, 

and to dominate the world, especially the animals. Humanity is God's representative, 

to maintain and enforce God's power over the created world. Therefore humanity, 

while created by God, also has a task to perform and . a special responsibility towards 

God. Sexual distinction is created by God; there is the idea that humanity gets its full 

meaning through the existence of both men and women. They are blessed, and 

encouraged to procreate as a manifestation of being made in God's image and receiving 

God's blessing. 

Michelangelo painted a scene 
depicting the creation of Adam on the 
ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. 
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God blessed them and said to them, 'Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth 
and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every 
living creature that moves on the ground'. Then God said, 'I give you every seed
bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in 

it. They will be yours for food. And to all the beasts of the earth and all the birds of 
the air and all the creatures that move on the ground- everything that has the breath 
of life in it- I give every green plant for food'. And it was so. (Genesis 1:29-30) 

People and animals alike are given plants to eat, which is significant because it shows 

that killing did not originally form part of the created order. Animals did not kill each 

other for food, and the human domination of the animal kingdom is limited; they can 

rule the animals, but the Bible does not say that they can eat them. 

God saw all that he had made, and it was very good. And there was evening, and 

there was morning- the sixth day. (Genesis 1:31) 

God approves of the whole of the created order, now that it is completed. It could also 

be translated as 'completely perfect'. No evil, therefore, was put into the world by 

God's hand. There was no opposing power threatening God's omnipotence. 

Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array. By the seventh 
day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested 
from all his work. And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it 
he rested from all the work of creating that he had done. (Genesis 2:1-4) 

On the seventh day, God rests, and the Sabbath is created, because the work is 

completed. The Sabbath is seen as being for God as well as for humanity; and it is 

important to note that, according to this story, creative work was finished at this point. 

God stopped creating the world because it was all done. Once created, the world has 

a life of its own, independently of God, and the creatures within act according to their 

own free choices. 

This might suggest that God stopped playing an active part in the world, once creation 

was finished - that he settled back to watch what would happen next, without 

bothering to do anything else, other than allow nature to take its course. However, the 

Bible makes it clear that this was not the case. God continues, after he has created the 

world, to be involved with his creation, and in particular to care about the well-being 

of humanity. He creates opportunities for them to exercise their free will and cares 

about how they respond. He teaches them, with rewards and punishments, about right 

and wrong. Although humanity disobeys God, God responds with infinite love and 

patience, and (according to Christianity) ultimately steps into the world in the form of 

Jesus to bring about human salvation. 



Understanding Philosophy of Religion 

The book of Genesis continues in chapter 2 with the story of the first people, Adam and 

Eve. It shows their creation, the roles that they were given by God, their freedom of 

choice and what they decided to do with that freedom. It also shows the consequences 
for humanity of their actions. 

Here we are presented with a rather naive narrative. It contrasts with Genesis 1 in a 

number of ways, and many people have come to the conclusion that these are two 

distinct creation stories from different sources, brought together at a later date. The 

type of literary style is different: in Genesis 1 there is a poem or a hymn with a different 

verse for each day, and there is a continuous prose narrative. The name for God 
changes, translated as 'God' and 'Lord God', suggesting that this writing comes from a 

different source. There are some differences in the order in which things are created; 
for example, in the first account, the animals were created before humanity; but in the 

second account, humanity comes first. In this second account, the world is established 

around people, set up for our use, whereas, in the first account, humankind was the 

culmination of the rest of creation, put into the picture to complete a scene which had 

been set. However, Henry Morris, an American creationist commentator on Genesis 

(see pages 135-8), writes of the second chapter: 'It does not in any respect contradict 

the account in the first chapter, but instead is complementary to it' (The Genesis 
Record, Baker Books, 1995), and this is the view taken by many Christians and Jews. 

It is difficult to know whether the original writer meant this to be an historical narrative, 

detailing events which actually took place on a particular day in the past with real 

people. There is some evidence to suggest that the story is meant to be mythological, 
but this is nowhere made explicit. The characters in the story do not have personal 

names but are called Adam, meaning 'humanity', and Eve, meaning 'life'. There are 

magical trees, a talking serpent, and a guard of cherubim. Robert Davidson, in his 
commentary on the first 11 chapters of Genesis, writes: 'The whole purpose of the 

narrative is not to describe what once happened but to explain certain puzzling 

features of life and human experience known to the narrator. We are in the realm of 

story myth.' Davidson agrees with the suggestion that the story comes from different 

sources, woven together, using creation accounts from other myths which also had 

accounts of trees and so on. 

This is the account of the heavens and the earth when they were created. 

When the Lord God made the earth and the heavens - and no shrub of the field had 
yet appeared on the earth and no plant of the field had yet sprung up, for the Lord 
God had not sent rain on the earth and there was no man to work the ground, but 
streams came up from the earth and watered the whole surface of the ground - the 
Lord God formed the man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils 

the breath of life, and the man became a living being. (Genesis 2:4-7) 
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The picture given of the earth before God began creation is very different from that of 

chapter 1. Here, there appears to be a dry wilderness instead of waters, and there was 

no rain but instead a flood (or possibly a mist) which used to rise up periodically and 

water the ground; perhaps this is using the same idea of the earth sitting above a mass 
of water. This idea is just given sketchily, to set the scene for the formation of humanity. 

In verse 7, where the man is 'formed', the writer uses a verb most often descriptive of 

a potter shaping clay. God shapes an inanimate creature from the dust of the ground, 
and then breathes into it the breath of life. Some translations have used the word 'soul', 

but this is not what the Hebrew implies, there is no sense of ensoulment setting 

humankind apart. The word refers to vitality, God giving humanity the spark of life. 

Elsewhere in Genesis, the same word for the breath of life is used in the context of 

other animals, so there is no need to read into this text any implication of humanity 

having been set apart by the gift of a soul. 

The picture given here of God is quite anthropomorphic; God is described as having 
breath, blowing into the man's nostrils. This indicates the special relationship between 

humanity and God, similar to the idea of 'image' and 'likeness'. 

Now the Lord God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the 
man he had formed. And the Lord God made all kinds of trees grow out of the ground 
- trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food. In the middle of the garden 
were the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. (Genesis 2:8-9) 

Humankind is placed by God into the Garden of Eden. The two trees, the tree of life 

and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, are difficult to interpret, although they 

are central to the story. Some commentators have suggested that there are interwoven 

myths here, because the trees appear at the beginning and then are ignored until later. 

The tree of life disappears again until chapter 3, perhaps suggesting that the story has 

been muddled with one about humanity's search for immortality (although a reader 

who wanted to take the Bible more literally would not accept this view). Many have 

suggested that the purpose of these trees in the story is to show that, from the outset, 

humanity was given the responsibility to choose whether to live under the authority of 
God, or to disobey and to try to be more autonomous. The tree of the knowledge of 

good and evil has been given a variety of interpretations. Frequently it has been 
suggested that it is about sexuality: the man and woman do not feel any shame about 

being naked until they eat, they lose their innocence, and Eve's punishment is pain in 

childbirth. This does not seem to be a warning against sex in general, but against its 

misuse in fertility rites, a seeking to gain power and magic through the kind of sexual 

rites that were prevalent in Canaanite society in biblical times. 
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Probably a better explanation is that the 'knowledge of good and evil' is a broader 

concept, to mean 'knowledge of everything'. People are being warned not to think 

themselves omniscient; they should recognise the greater wisdom of God, and should 

not try to assert their independence outside the authority of God. Otherwise they will 

be doomed to die. 

A river watering the garden flowed from Eden; from there it was separated into four 

headwaters. The name of the first is the Pishon; it winds through the entire land of 
Havilah, where there is gold. (The gold of that land is good; aromatic resin and onyx 
are also there.) The name of the second river is the Gihon; it winds through the entire 
land of Gush. The name of the third river is the Tigris; it runs along the east side of 
Asshur. And the fourth river is the Euphrates. (Genesis 2: 10-14) 

At this point, the writer is quite specific about the location of the Garden of Eden. The 

writer seems to envisage Eden as a place on the map (and the passage has led many 

people to try to find out its exact location, searching for the sources of' rivers 
mentioned). However, elsewhere in the same story; Eden seems to be used as a 

religious idea rather than a geographically locatable spot (rather like/ Hades, 
representative of the underworld rather than something which might be reached by 

digging in the right spot). / 

The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take 
care of it. And the Lord God commanded the man, 'lOu are free to eat from any tree 
in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, 

for when you eat of it you will surely die'. (Genesis 2: 15-17) 

Here, God presents his created man with a choice. He can do as he is told, and leave 

the tree alone, or he can disobey God and eat from the forbidden tree. This passage has 

raised many puzzling questions. Why did God place this tree in the garden, if the man 

was not to eat from it- what purpose did it serve? Was God deliberately tempting the 

man, testing him to see what he would do - and if so, why did God need to give a test? 

The implication is that God did not know in advance what would happen, and this 

raises more questions about how, if at all, God can be said to be omniscient. 

The Lord God said, 'It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper 
suitable for him'. Now the Lord God had formed out of the ground all the beasts of 
the field and all the birds of the air. He brought them to the man to see what he would 
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name them; and whatever the man called each living creature, that was its name. So 
the man gave names to all the livestock, the birds of the air and all the beasts of the 
field. But for Adam no suitable helper was found. So the Lord God caused the man to 
fall into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping, he took one of the man's ribs and 
closed up the place with flesh. Then the Lord God made a woman from the rib he had 

taken out of the man, and he brought her to the man. 

The man said, 
'This is now bone of my bones 

and flesh of my flesh; 
she shall be called "woman", 
for she was taken out of man'. 

For this reason a man will/eave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and 
they will become one flesh. The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no 
shame. (Genesis 2:18-25) 

This section begins with the recognition that the man on his own is incomplete. He 

needs a partner. Then follows the story of God forming, out of the ground, all the wild 

animals and birds. Some people take this to show a different order of creation from that 

of chapter 1; others understand it to be filling in the details, letting the reader know 

that, meanwhile, God had made the other creatures. Adam gives each animal a name, 

as a means of showing his power and control over them. 

Possibly the story shows a series of unsuccessful experiments by God, where God 

suggested different animals to keep Adam company but none was suitable. More 

probably, it underlines the sense of the loneliness of man before he has a suitable 

partner. Then God puts Adam into a deep sleep or trance, and forms Eve, using one of 
Adam's ribs. Davidson describes this as 'delightfully naive', and says that the 

unlikeliness of the story should not blind us to its spiritual significance, while Morris, 

the creationist writer, says that God must have had a good reason for forming Eve 

in this way, rather than out of the dust of the ground like Adam and the animals, even 
if we cannot be certain what that reason is. 

The passage gives a reason for the institution of marriage: 'For this reason a man will 

leave his father and mother and be united to his wife.' Many scholars have concluded 

that parts of this story are what is called an aetiological myth. An aetiological myth is a 

story which seeks to explain why things are the way that they are (rather like the 

Rudyard Kipling]ust So Stories of 'How the leopard got his spots', 'How the elephant 

got his trunk' and so on). They suggest that this story of the creation of Eve can be seen 

as an aetiological myth. It explains why people want to leave their parents and set up 
with a new partner of their own: because they are originally of the same flesh, and need 

a partner in order to find completeness and fulfilment. 
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Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the Lord God had 

made. He said to the woman, 'Did God really say, "You must not eat from any tree in 

the garden"?'. The woman said to the serpent, 'We may eat fruit from the trees in the 

garden, but God did say, "You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of 
the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die".' 'You will not surely die, ' the 

serpent said to the woman. 'For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be 

opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil. ' When the woman saw that 

the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for 

gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who 

was with her, and he ate it. Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they 

realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for 

themselves. (Genesis 3:1- 7) 

In chapter 3, the serpent is introduced and everything starts to go horribly wrong. The 

serpent here does not seem to be anything other than one of the creatures which God 

had made; he is different only because he is 'more crafty' than any of the other animals. 

There is no suggestion here that he is to be equated with the Devil, although that was 

certainly an idea which came into Jewish and Christian culture later (probably as a way 

of coping with the problem of why a creature with the capability and inclination to do 

evil was part of the original Garden of Eden) . The unanswered question is raised here, 
of how the serpent came to be more crafty in the first place; was this the way that he 

was created? The writer is so concerned with the guilt of humanity that he plays down 
this part of the story and does not deal with the question. 

How did the crafty serpent come to be in a 

place which God had made? 

The serpent begins with a question, asking Eve if God had really forbidden her to eat 

from the trees in the garden, implying that God has been unnecessarily authoritarian. 

Eve springs to God's defence, showing the serpent that they are given nearly everything 

except that they are forbidden to eat from the tree in the middle of the garden. (Here 

the narrative again seems to have a slight contradiction; they were forbidden to eat 

from two trees, but Eve only mentions one.) The serpent slyly suggests to Eve that God 

is just trying to keep something valuable from humanity; they are not as well off as they 

could be. Eve moves from a position of accepting obedient innocence, to one where 

she begins to judge God from her own perspective and questions God's motives. She 
has already begun to fall away from perfection. Eve notices how tempting the fruit 
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looks and she eats some. Adam follows her example and immediately their innocence 
disappears; they discover that they are naked, and they cover themselves. It is 

interesting that it is not the serpent who makes Eve or Adam eat the fruit; he suggests 

to Eve that she might know better than God, and she is brought to a point where she 

decides for herself 

Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the Lord God as he was walking in the 
garden in the cool of the day, and they hid from the Lord God among the trees of the 
garden. But the Lord God called to the man, (Where are you?'. He answered, (I heard 
you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid'. And he said, (Who 
told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you 
not to eat from?' The man said, (The woman you put here with me- she gave me some 
fruit from the tree, and I ate it'. (Genesis 3:8-12) 

God is depicted anthropomorphically here. He is 'walking in the garden', and Adam 

and Eve can hear him as he moves around. Possibly this verse suggests that before the 

Fall, God was much more accessible to humanity, to emphasise how distanced the 

people are about to become. Perhaps, before Adam and Eve disobeyed God, God was 

available to the human senses, to be seen and heard, although it is difficult for us to 

imagine how this could be. It also contrasts with the traditional view of God as 

omnipresent, where he is beyond space and able to be in all places at all times. 

Adam and Eve experience the first guilt. They know that they have done wrong and 

they try to hide; they try to evade the truth and they try to pass the blame on to each 

other and also onto God ('You gave me this woman in the first pl4ce'). The writer 

shows that, immediately, sin has become part of their nature, repeated in everything 

they do. 

Then the Lord God said to the woman, (What is this you have .·done?' The woman said, 
(The serpent deceived me, and I ate'. So the Lord God said to the serpent, 
(Because you have done this, 

Cursed are you above all the livestock 
and all the wild animals! 
You will crawl on your belly 
and you will eat dust 
all the days of your life. 

And I will put enmity 

I 

between you and the woman, 
and between your offspring and hers; 
he will crush your head, 
and you will strike his heel'. 
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To the woman he said, 

'I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; 
with pain you will give birth to children. 
Your desire will be for your husband, 
and he will rule over you'. 

To Adam he said, 
'Because you listened to your wife 

and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, "You must not eat of it", 
Cursed is the ground because of you; 
through painful toil you will eat of it 

all the days of your life. 

It will produce thorns and thistles for you, 
and you will eat the plants of the field. 

By the sweat of your brow 

you will eat your food 
until you return to the ground, 
since from it you were taken; 
for dust you are 
and to dust you will return. ' 

Adam named his wife Eve, because she would become the mother of all the living. Tbe 
Lord God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them. 

And the Lord God said, 'Tbe man has now become like one of us, knowing good and 
evil. He must not be allowed to reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life 

and eat, and live forever'. So the Lord God banished him from the Garden of Eden to 
work the ground from which he had been taken. After he drove the man out, he placed 
on the east side of the Garden of Eden cherubim and a flaming sword flashing back 
and forth to guard the way to the tree of life. (Genesis 3:13-24) 

Judgement follows, and here again there is a strong element of aetiology, showing that 
the Fall is the explanation for many puzzling questions. The Fall of humanity is seen to 

be responsible for the perpetual struggle between one species and another, where Eve 

and the serpent are set against each other. Pain comes into the world for the first time, 

as well as the struggle for survival against the elements. The ground becomes 'cursed', 

producing thorns and thistles to make it difficult for the man to grow food except 

through hard work The link is made here between the behaviour of humanity and the 
environment itself: the elements have to be struggled against because of human sin. 

People, then, have tried to become godlike, to gain the knowledge of good and evil, 

but instead they will be returned to the dust which formed them. 
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One of the many questions raised by this passage is: did God decide upon this 
punishment, out of a number of possibilities, or is what happens to people the 

inevitable result of their actions? (Rather like the difference between a mother telling 

her child that if he plays with the fire he inevitably will get burned because that is the 

nature of fire; or her saying that if he plays with the fire, she will stop his pocket money, 

which is her choice.) This is a significant question, because if the punishment is 

inevitable, then humanity could be blamed for the evil and suffering in the natural 

world, but if God chose the punishment, then God can be blamed, as he could have 
chosen something else instead, or perhaps decided to forgive them. 

Adam names his wife Eve, showing his authority over her. God clothes the people with 

animal skins, demonstrating that God still cares for people and provides for their needs 

even though they have disobeyed him. God decides to expel the people from the 

Garden of Eden, because they have eaten from the tree of the knowledge of good and 

evil, and 'become like one of us', and there is the danger that they might also eat from 

the tree of life and gain immortality. This is a strange verse, as it suggests that there 

could be a whole pantheon of gods, and it also suggests that God might have been 

jealous of his own position and wanting to guard against the possibility of having 
equals, as if this was a real possibility. 

Did God know, when he created humanity, that people 
would disobey him? 

The Genesis stories create interesting questions about God's omniscience. They imply 

that God did not have much idea of what people might do, and had to protect himself 

against possibilities. The people leave the garden, and the tree is protected by 

cherubim (legendary figures, half man, half beast) with a sword, as though God could 

not be certain whether or not the people would try to fight their way back in. 
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Arisode's Prime Mover 

Jewish and Christian understanding of the nature of God as creator comes primarily 

from the Bible, but ideas from ancient Greek philosophy have also been adopted, 

particularly the views of the philosopher Aristotle (384-322 BCE). Aristotle was 

fascinated by the natural world and asked many questions in an attempt to discover the 

'essence' of things and the reasons for their existence. 

When Aristotle looked at cause and effect, it made him wonder about the existence of 

the universe as a whole. He had found a way of understanding, at different levels, the 

causes of individual objects within the universe but what about the universe itself, in its 

entirety? What causes the different objects in the universe to actualise their potential 

(become what they were meant to become)? What is the purpose of the universe as a 
whole? 

Aristotle, like many other philosophers before him, realised that the universe was in a 
constant state of change and motion. Therefore, he thought, there must be some kind 

of efficient cause, someone or something performing some kind of action, to make all 

this change and motion happen. He considered the idea that there might be an endless 
chain of cause and effect, with each movement being caused by a moving thing, which 

was being caused by another moving thing and so on for ever, but he rejected this idea. 

He did not think that endless cause and effect provided a satisfactory solution. 

The cause of the universe, Aristotle thought, must be God. God must be the Prime 

Mover (sometimes called the Unmoved Mover), a cause which actualises the potential 
in everything else. However, the Prime Mover must be something which causes without 

being affected (otherwise it would simply be another link in the endless chain). The 

Prime Mover must be a being with no potential; something which already is everything 

that it could be, 'pure actuality' with no potential to change or be acted upon. 

In Aristotle's view, the Prime Mover was the first of all substances. It causes movement 

and change in all other things, but it does not do this in a physical way by giving them 
some kind of push - because, if it did, then the act of 'pushing' would affect the Prime 

Mover. Instead, the Prime Mover causes change and motion by attracting other things 

towards itself It does nothing, but it is the object of everything. The final cause of 
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movement is a desire for God. Everything in the universe is drawn towards God's 
perfection and wants to imitate it, and so, by this great attraction, the Prime Mover 

causes movement in everything else. 

Aristotle worked out the implications of his ideas about the Prime Mover, and came to 

several conclusions about the nature of God. 

1. He believed that God does not depend on anything else for his existence. If he did, 

then he would have to be capable of change - if, for example, God relied on sunlight 
for his existence, then God would change and die if the sun fizzled out. But as God has 

no potential, which means he has no capacity for change, then he must exist 

independently, or 'necessarily'. 

2. He must also be eternal, because of this lack of potential. If God cannot change, then 

he cannot cease to be; and if he exists, then he must have always existed. 

3. God must be perfectly good, because badness is related to some kind of lacking, an 

absence of something that ought to be there - and if God is pure actuality, then he must 

contain everything that ought to be there, so he must be perfect. 

4. God must be immaterial, and beyond time and space. All matter is capable of being 
acted upon, and so God cannot be made of matter. But if God is immaterial, Aristotle 

thought, then God cannot perform any kind of physical activity- he cannot actually do 
anything. God must be purely spiritual, pure thought, and not thinking about anything 

which could cause him to change; which led Aristotle to conclude that God must think 

only of himself and his own perfect nature. 

In Aristotle's thought there is the picture of God as 'wholly simple'. This is an idea 

which has had an enormous effect on the shaping of ideas about the nature of God. 

From Aristotle, we inherit the idea that God is changeless. God cannot suffer. He cannot 

change his mind, and so he cannot be persuaded. God is unrestricted by time and 
space, so that the future and the past are the same for God. When these ideas are woven 

into the fabric of Christianity, they create knots which can be difficult to untie. 

How does the creative God of the Bible compare 
with Aristode's Prime Mover? 

In many ways, the God of the Bible contrasts sharply with the Prime Mover proposed 

by Aristotle. The biblical God creates on purpose, choosing what to make (and, 

presumably, what not to make), whereas the Prime Mover does not have intentions 

or make decisions, because it is unchanging. The Prime Mover moves other things by 

drawing them towards itself, but remains unaffected by them, whereas God in the 

• 
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Bible takes action in order to create. The God of the Bible fashions things like a 

craftsman, giving them the form he wants them to have and shaping them until they 

satisfy him. 

The God of the Bible takes an interest in his creation and 

makes decisions about it, which the writers describe 

using the imagery of a craftsman. 

In Aristotle's thought, the Prime Mover could not have any bodily form or perform 

any bodily movements, because it had to be immaterial (otherwise it would be 

corruptible). However, the God of the Bible does, in places, seem to act in the way 

that someone with a body would act. He fashions creatures out of clay from the 

ground; he breathes into Adam the breath of life; he can be heard walking in the 

garden; he speaks to Adam and Eve with a voice and they can hear and understand 

what he says. However, it could be that the writers of the Bible never intended us to 

think that God actually has a body. These could have been meant simply as poetic 

ways of describing spiritual events that would otherwise have been difficult to put 

into words. 

The God of the Bible and the Prime Mover of Aristotle also contrast in terms of their 

knowledge. The Prime Mover knows only itself, and thinks only of itself It is 

completely unaware of the physical world, and completely unaffected by it. However, 

the biblical God is very much aware of the world. He is pleased with what he has 

made; he gives people rules about how to look after it all; he is affected by their 

behaviour when they choose to disobey. 

Although the God of the Bible and the Prime Mover are different in many ways, both 

are considered to be responsible for the existence of the universe. Both God and the 
Prime Mover are described as the reason why the universe is here at all - why there 

is something, rather than nothing. Neither depends on anything else for existence 

but exists 'necessarily'. 



The different methods of science and religion 

Humanity is proud of its achievements in science. We tend to think of scientific 

knowledge as something that has a definite truth, that gives us a certain and 

reliable knowledge. If advertisers offer us a product that has been 'scientifically proven' 

to give us clearer skin or a cleaner bathroom, then many of us feel justified in spending 

our money on it. We also tend to trust what scientists tell us, even if we have very little 

scientific knowledge ourselves with which to test their claims. We are happy (mostly) 
to get into aeroplanes, trusting that the scientists who designed them knew what they 

were doing and that we will survive the journey without falling out of the sky. We take 
advice from our doctors and swallow the medicines they prescribe for us, even when 

we have no understanding of the chemicals involved, because we trust that the 

medicine has been through a long process of tests before being prescribed for human 
consumption. 

One of the main reasons for our faith in science is that scientists use methods of 
observation, reason and experiment. Their conclusions have been repeatedly tested 

and they are capable of being tested again independently by other observers. Carl 

Sagan, the astronomer, compared science with democracy in order to explain our 

confidence in it - both are transparent, so that everyone has the opportunity to look at 
the data and know that they are not being cheated or misled. Of course, with science, 

most of us rarely do look at the data for ourselves or conduct our own experiments to 

see if scientists are telling us the truth, but the important thing is that we know we 
could if we wanted to. 

Scientific method is regarded as having five key steps: 

1. Observation - someone notices something and begins to wonder about it. For 

example, Newton observed that objects fall to the ground when dropped, rather than 

just hanging in mid-air. The person decides to make more observations, to keep 

records of what has been observed and to classify them. 

I 
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2. Hypothesis - the scientist has an idea about what might explain whatever 

phenomena he or she has observed. Perhaps objects fall to the ground because there 

are little monsters with powerful magnet-like objects just under the surface of the 

earth. 

3. Experiment - the scientist tests the hypothesis to see if it is true. Experimental 
digging reveals no such little monsters. So the hypothesis has to be revisited and 

modified, or perhaps rejected altogether in favour of an entirely new hypothesis. 
Scientific experiment is generally of the kind that is repeatable, so that it can be 

checked and verified by others. In general, the data from such experiments are made 

available to other scientists so that they can check them too, which reduces the 

possibility of bias on the part of the scientist who might inadvertently be influencing 
the experiment in order to achieve the desired result. 

Repeatable experiment is an essential 

part of scientific method. 

4. Law- once enough experiments have been conducted (and it is difficult to know 

how many count as 'enough'), a 'scientific law' might be produced. This is a general 

rule which seems to account for the results of the experiment and confmn the 

hypothesis. As far as scientists know, this general rule can now be used to make 
predictions and to inform other observations. But this might possibly apply only until 

something else is observed which breaks (or 'falsifies') that rule, in which case a new 

hypothesis and more experiments are necessary. 

5. Theory - scientists may develop a theory which links several laws together on the 

basis of an underlying principle. It might account for why the laws operate in the way 

that they appear to. 

Scientific knowledge, then, is based on inductive reasoning (see pages 11-12). There 

is always the possibility that the conclusions drawn may be wrong, and most scientists 

welcome scepticism as a necessary and healthy part of the scientific process. 
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Possible problems with scientific method 

• There are some people, of course, who are so pleased with their laws and theories 

that they refuse to acknowledge the validity of any counter-evidence. If they 

encounter new experimental evidence which contradicts their laws and theories, they 

are not prepared to allow it as evidence. Thomas Kuhn (1922-96), a scientist and 

philosopher of science, argued in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (University 

of Chicago Press, 1962) that this attitude is more common than people usually admit. 

• There is always the potential for difficulties when scientists have preconceived ideas 

of what they are expecting to observe, and of which factors are going to be relevant 

to the experiment. If, for example, doctors want to conduct experiments to discover 

what predisposes some people to a particular disease, they are likely to choose to 

look at factors such as diet, smoking, exercise, age, income group and gender. But 

they are unlikely to consider factors such as whether the patient has a blue front door 

or a favourite football team. This could affect the outcome of the experiment: if it is 

the case that supporting Newcastle predisposes people to dementia, this will remain 

undiscovered because the football team of preference was ruled out before the 

experiments began. (So if, for example, scientists do not consider religious belief to 

be a factor when they are looking at mental health issues, they are not going to reach 

the conclusion that religious belief is beneficial to mental health.) 

• Perception can be fallible. Sometimes we can see things which are not really there, 

especially if we want them to be there. Sometimes we can miss things, because we do 

not expect to see them. Our human senses, and our powers of reason, are not 

unlimited. 

However, in spite of the potential for problems, science nevertheless has great 

strengths. In particular, it has the strength that it is (nearly) always open to challenges 

and willing to reject previously held beliefs. 

Religion, of course, is often accused of the very opposite. Non-believers become 

frustrated with theists because of the theists' refusal to admit the possibility that they 

could be wrong and tha~ there might not be a God after all. Even in the face of 

counter-evidence, such as when a theist prays for someone's recovery from an illness 

but the person gets worse and dies, the theist will not often accept that he or she must 

have been wrong all the time to believe in God. (See pages 216-18 for Antony Flew's 

discussion of this.) 

Despite all the different arguments for the existence of God, most religious believers 

do not base their belief on reason and logic. They do not work out, on the balance of 

probability and in the light of the evidence, that it seems likely there is a God, and 

proceed after that to have religious faith. Neither do they conduct experiments to find 
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out whether God exists, and use the results as a basis for faith. Religious belief does not 

seem to depend on reason very much at all but on faith. Believers argue that they 'just 

know' that God exists and that God is involved in their lives. They might also 'just 

know' that the words of their holy scriptures are true, so that the scriptures themselves 

can become a reliable source of knowledge about God and about the world. 

Augustine wrote that 'faith is to believe what you do not see; the reward of this faith is 
to see what you believe'. To some people, sceptical of religion, this simply proves their 

point. They claim that religious believers fool themselves to the extent of seeing what 
they want to see and imagining that the God they would like to believe in really does 

exist. But religious believers argue that God makes himself available to them in a way 

that goes beyond reason, through faith. It is only through faith that people can be given 
genuine evidence of the existence and activity of God. Those who lack this faith will 

always be unable to recognise the evidence for what it is. 

How can we know what is true? 

One of the questions which has been discussed by philosophers throughout history is 

that of the nature of knowledge. What can we know, and are there any certain, absolute 

truths? Different philosophers have taken widely different views on the subject. 

Peter Vardy, in The Puzzle of God (Fount, 1999), considers other ways of answering the 

question 'what is truth?'. He divides opinion into realist and anti-realist views. The 
realist believes that there are actual facts 'out there', which we get right or wrong in our 

search for understanding. A statement is true if it corresponds to an objective reality. 
Realists will always allow the possibility that they could be wrong, even if this is very 
unlikely - it could turn out that the world is cuboid after all, or we could wake up and 

find that reading this page was all a dream. 

The anti-realist view, in contrast, holds that all truth is relative, and that something can 

be true for one person but not true for another- the world was flat for the people who 

lived in biblical times, but it approaches being spherical for us today. In the anti-realist 
view, something is true if it is coherent and fits with the rest of our understanding. An 

anti-realist would be quite happy with the idea that something could be true for some 

people and false for others. 

Most of us have a view of the world which falls in between these two positions. We 

might consider that there are some facts 'out there' which are objectively true or false 

(apart from 'analytic' statements of definition, which are not open to verification and 
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falsification in the same way), such as that Rebecca is taller than Vicky. There are other 

statements which could be considered true for some but not for others, such as 'Giotto 

was a better artist than Michelangelo'. However, it is very difficult to draw a dividing 

line and decide which statements fall into which category. 

The problem becomes more acute when discussing questions of religion, such as the 

existence of God. A statement such as 'God exists' would be considered by a realist to 

be saying there is, 'out there', a corresponding reality which meets the definition 'God'. 

An anti-realist, in contrast, might claim that the statement is true for believers, but false 

for non-believers: as long as what is being said fits a person's world view and works 

for them, it can be said to be true. 

Descartes adopted a method of extreme 

scepticism in an attempt to determine 

what we can know. 

Descartes is probably the philosopher most famous for considering the nature of 

certainty, the extent to which there is anything that can really be known without any 

doubt. His concern with certain knowledge began a debate which lasted for at least the 

next 150 years. He used the method of 'systematic doubt', reducing everything he 

thought to be true to that which he knew, beyond any doubt at all. He decided to 'reject 

as absolutely false anything which gave rise in my mind to the slightest doubt' 

(Discourse on Metho4 4), and on this basis he rejected sense experience because it 

can sometimes be mistaken. We can think we heard someone at the door, when there 

is no-one there, or believe that the room is cold when the thermometer tells us 

otherwise. Reason too, with the use of logic, can also be mistaken as people make 

mathematical errors or jump from one point to another without justification. 

In his Discourse on Method, Descartes maintained that nothing could be accepted as 

true knowledge unless we could clearly perceive it without any possibility that we 

might be mistaken. How can we be certain that our whole lives, and all our experiences 
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within that life, are not a dream? Descartes realised that even if everything were 

doubted in this way, the fact that he was there doubting it was incontrovertible, and he 

therefore came up with his famous saying: cogito ergo sum, 'I think therefore I am'. 

Descartes' view was that this knowledge had come through intuition, and not through 

any experience of the material world. Therefore knowledge which comes through ideas 

has to be superior to knowledge gained through the senses. This led Descartes to 
support the ontological argument for the existence of God (see pages 185-6). 

Descartes believed that, because we have the concept of a perfect entity, that concept 
counts as certain knowledge of the existence of God. However, at this point many other 

philosophers would disagree with Descartes. 

The question of what is truth, and how we can know what is true, is a difficult one and 

the subject of a vast amount of philosophical discussion. For example, John Locke 
(1632-1704) argued that there are no such things as innate ideas, and that all our 

knowledge comes from our experience of the world. There are 'primary qualities' 

which objects have 'out there', such as number, size and so on. There are also 

'secondary qualities' such as colour or taste, which depend on the perceiving person. 

An apple only tastes sweet when we are eating it; it cannot be said to taste sweet when 

it is sitting in the fruit bowl. 

George Berkeley (1685-1753) went further and suggested that objects only exist by 
being perceived; the tree only exists when someone is perceiving it, for example. 

Although things clearly do continue to exist when they are not being perceived, 

Berkeley argued that this is because they are being perceived by God. 

Bertrand Russell (1872-1970)argued that common sense tells us that there is a real, 

extemal world which gives rise to our sense experience (a tree might not be perceived 

by us, but if we walk straight into it because we have not perceived it, we can soon tell 
that it exists independently). 

This discussion is enormous, and important contributions have been made to it from 
Plato, Aristotle, Hume, Kant and many other of the great philosophers. It is too vast a 

subject to be covered adequately here, but it is important to recognise that there are 

many different views of the nature of reality and the nature of truth, and therefore those 

scientists such as Richard Dawkins who adopt a strictly empiricist view of the world are 

choosing to take just one of a number of possible approaches. Dawkins holds that 

knowledge is gained through sense experience (empiricism) and that the only 
meaningful knowledge is that which can be tested. He is also a reductionist, in that he 

believes that what we can test can be reduced to being 'no more than' its component 

parts. For example, he believes that discoveries about DNA have shown that people, 
even life itseU: are no more than the component chemical elements, 'bytes and bytes 

and bytes of digital information'. 
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Most people would argue that there is a fundamental difference between knowledge 
and belief Belief, perhaps, is giving assent to something which may or may not be true, 

where there is not, and perhaps could never be, evidence to support it beyond 

reasonable doubt. Knowledge, in contrast, could be said to be belief which is 

supported with evidence, where our experience of the world is sufficient to justify our 

belief 

Can religion and science be compatible? 

Some people argue, and many people assume, that scientific empiricism and religious 

faith are opposites. An empiricist values the knowledge which can be gained through 

sense experience, and some empiricists, such as Richard Dawkins and Peter Atkins, 

argue that this (alongside inductive reasoning) are the only kinds of knowledge worth 

having. However, empiricism can be compatible with religious belief, as long as the 

empiricist is willing to accept that there could be other forms of knowledge as well as 

empirical knowledge. It is only the reductionist form of empiricism which is 
incompatible; this is the kind of empiricism which says that things are no more than 

their component parts. Other empiricists are happy to hold that a whole can be more 

than the sum of its parts. For example, a society is more than just the number of people 

in it; a painting is more than oil and canvas; a symphony is more than just a 

collection of notes measured in hertz and placed in a particular order. In the 

same way, a human person can be more than just the physical elements that make up 

his or her body, human life is more than just the struggle for survival of 'selfish genes', 
and the universe is more than just an accidental collection of matter. 

John Polkinghome is a scientist whose career depended upon empirical testing, but he 

writes of the knowledge of God which he believes he gained through the sacraments, 

through the Bible and through the example of other Christians. He does not see the 

different kinds of knowledge as opposed or conflicting but complementary, giving 

different insights into the nature of reality. 

Other people with scientific background, for example William James (see pages 38-44), 
have supported the view that knowledge can be gained through religious experience, 

arguing that this is a valid kind of experience alongside sense experience, and that the 

knowledge gained should not be rejected out of hand; and Swinbume argued, with his 
principles of credulity and testimony, that there is no obvious reason to reject religious 

experience per se. 

Not only have people argued that religious experience should be counted alongside 

empirical experience as a means of gaining knowledge; there have also been many who 

have argued that empirically available knowledge can support religious belief, for 
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example those scientists who support the anthropic principle (especially Paul Davies), 

and those who have used teleological arguments for the existence of God. 

An answer to questions of how far empiricism is compatible with belief, therefore, 

might argue that reductionist forms of empiricism are incompatible, but that in other 

ways people have found that they can take empirical knowledge seriously alongside 

other forms of knowledge. 

The Big Bang theory 

The Big Bang theory is the name given to the most popular of the scientific theories put 

forward by cosmologists to explain how the universe came into being. The theory 

began as the result of the observation that other galaxies are apparently moving away 

from us at great speed, and also moving away from each other. The universe seems to 

be expanding, with the stars and planets getting further and further apart, in the same 

sort of way that dots drawn onto a deflated balloon will move away from each other 

when the balloon is blown up. 

The science of cosmology asks questions 
and tries to provide explanations about 
the origins of the universe. 

Scientists realised that they could use this observation to gain insights into how the 
universe began. By imagining the expansion of the universe in reverse, they concluded 

that there must have been a time when matter was very tightly packed together in an 
unimaginably hot, small zone of 'infinite density', as what scientists call a 'singularity'. 

Using Einstein's theory of general relativity, the conclusion was reached that matter had 
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to have been thrown outward by a massive inflation of energy and heat, about 14 billion 
years ago. Before the Big Bang, there was nothing- no space, and no time. The Big Bang 

did not send matter out into pre-existent space, but (according to many expert physicists, 

such as Stephen Hawking and Richard Penrose) both space and time were caused at the 

same instant as the Big Bang. 

No-one is sure why the Big Bang happened at all - why this singularity should have 
started to expand, rather than remaining as a singularity. What caused this change, and 

why at that moment? In some ways, this is a nonsensical question, because there was no 

'before' the Big Bang, according to the theory. There was no time in which anything 
'before' could have happened. Space and time came from within that singularity. It is a 

difficult idea for us to comprehend. Some conclude that the Big Bang just happened, 

causelessly, while others are drawn to the conclusion that there must have been some 
kind of reason for it. 

-The Big Bang is supported by fairly strong empirical evidence. Astronomers and 

physicists generally agree that the evidence for the universe having some kind of 

beginning is convincing. Edwin Hubble (1889-1953) observed the speeds at which 

galaxies are moving away from us, which supports the idea that the universe is 

expanding, and the hypothesis that in the beginning matter was extremely hot are 
supported by the discovery of cosmic background radiation. 

Other theories about the origins of the universe 

The Big Bang theory is not the only possible explanation for the origins of the universe, 

although it is the most popular. In the 1940s, the steady state theory was developed, 

proposing that the density of the universe remains constant as it expands because of 
the continuous creation of a minute number of atoms. This does not fit very well with 

the First Law of Thermodynamics, but neither does the Big Bang theory. The discovery 

of cosmic background radiation can be accommodated by steady state theories, but it 

fits more easily into Big Bang models. Steady state theories became less popular during 

the twentieth century, but new observations of accelerating galaxies have caused 
scientists to look at them again. 

'Inflationary universe' theories, developed by Alan Guth and others in the 1980s and 

1990s, are attempts to find new ways of looking at the origins of the universe without 
falling into many of the difficulties encountered by the Big Bang theory. This theory 

I 
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concentrates on what might have happened about 1 o-35 seconds after the beginning of 

time, where the universe expanded for a tiny instant at a much greater speed than the 
Big Bang theory would allow, filling the universe with something called vacuum energy. 

In 1957 Hugh Everett published a theory that this is not the only universe, but that 

there are 'multiverses'. According to this theory; every universe that can possibly exist 

actually does exist, which would mean that we live in jtist one of a great number of 

universes. After all, if the Big Bang (or whatever else) caused the birth of one universe, 

why could it not have happened many times, as a result of random fluctuations in a 

quantum vacuum? If this is just one of a multitude of universes, then arguments for 
God as the designer of order in the universe would fail. The multiverse theory; 

however, is still only a hypothesis, and no empirical evidence has yet been produced to 
support it. Keith Ward, a Christian philosopher, argues in his book Pascal's Fire 
(Oneworld Publications, 2006) that belief in the suggestion of the existence of 
multiverses demands a greater leap of faith than belief in God. 

Big Bang explanations, then, are by no means the definitive answer to questions of how 

the universe began, although they are used by the majority of scientists, for the time 

being, as a basis from which to proceed. 

Have the discoveries of physics removed the need for God? 

Some scientists, such as Richard Dawkins and Peter Atkins, claim that scientific theories 

which account for the origins of the universe have in some way removed the need for 
God. They argue that it might be difficult for us, at the moment, to understand how and 

why the universe came into existence, with exactly the right combination of elements 

and forces to allow for the existence of human life. However, this difficulty does not 

mean that we need to assume the existence of God, or use the concept of God as part 
of the explanation. We may not have found the right scientific explanation yet to 

account for the universe, but we can be sonfident that, one day, we will work it out 

without having to resort to the supernatural, just as we have worked out the answers 

to other difficult scientific questions. 

The cosmological argument depends on the notion that the existence of the universe 

and everything in it is contingent, and therefore there must be something with 
necessary existence to bring it all into being, and to provide an explanation of why 

anything exists at all. However, the argument of Dawkins and Atkins is that we now 

know with some degree of certainty how the world came into being. We have 

discovered the cause, which is a physical cause explicable in scientific terms, and we 

have no need of the idea of God. 

The phrase 'God of the gaps' has frequently been used to signify the kind of belief 

which puts in 'God' as an explanation for those questions to which we have not yet 
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found an answer. Some Christians, particularly in the nineteenth century, claimed that 
although scientists were finding answers to previously unexplained phenomena, these 

answers would never be more than partial, and only God could really understand how 

everything came to be. But this line of argument has resulted in a shrinking God, 

needed to plug fewer and fewer gaps until eventually, perhaps with the dawn of the 

Grand Unified Theory (a theory which has not yet been developed, to explain how all 

the physical laws we have are linked together), God is no longer necessary at all. 

Evolutionary theory is often cited as being the biggest threat to traditional religious 

belief There are people who assume (often without knowing much about either 

evolution or religion) that Darwin 'disproved' Christianity. There are also Christians 

who believe that evolutionary theory is so wrong that it should not be taught to 

children in schools. 

The mood before Darwin 

The eighteenth century was an age when people had great confidence in the powers of 
human reason, and when there had been many developments in philosophy during 

what is known as the Enlightenment. To most people, it seemed as though the world 

was a static whole which followed ordered rules and patterns, and it seemed that we 

were gradually learning more and more about it and about ourselves. Eventually, 

perhaps, we would have it all worked out and we would understand exactly how 

everything fitted together. People had great confidence that the universe functioned 

like a well-ordered machine; and to some people (such as William Paley) the more 

people learned about the natural world around them, the more obvious it was that it 

had all been designed by an intelligent being who had everything under control. 

However, the nineteenth century brought with it such rapid developments that it 

became no longer obvious that the world was static. Instead, it seemed that everything 
was changing more quickly than people could keep up with. People had been used to 

living in the ways of their parents and grandparents, but the fast-moving pace of the 

nineteenth century meant that old lifestyles and skills were disappearing, to be 

replaced with the new. There was a sense of progress, but also a sense of nostalgia . 

• 
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Many writers of the Victorian era, such 
as Thomas Hardy, wrote with nostalgia 
of a lifestyle they could see was fast 
disappearing. 

Many different factors were involved in the process of change, including: 

• The Industrial Revolution: steam power, electricity and other new forms of power 
meant that labour could be mechanised, and goods could be mass-produced in 

factories. Working lives became more divided and specialised, and people moved 

away from the places of their birth to towns and cities where they could be employed 

in factories rather than in agriculture. Cities grew rapidly in order to meet the needs 

of the expanding population, and families became more fragmented. 

• Medicine: developments in medicine, including the discovery of vaccination, meant 

that, at least among the wealthy, children were more likely to survive infancy. There 

was a rapid growth in population, leading to predictions by some (for example, 

Mal thus) that the country would soon not be able to provide the resources needed 

to sustain the people. 

• Developments in communications: before the nineteenth century, most people 

were bom and died in the same town or village, and made contact with only a small 

number of people during their lives. The introduction of the railway, telephones 
and the postal system changed all this, and gave people the opportunity to see 

other parts of the country or of the world, to consider the possibility of living away 

from their families while remaining in contact, and to talk to people whose ideas and 

beliefs were different from those they had always accepted. 

• Divisions between rich and poor: there had always, of course, been rich and poor 
people, but in the nineteenth century this became increasingly obvious, especially in 

the cities, where many people were living in overcrowded slum conditions, often 

without the support of the extended family to help with the care of their children and 
the elderly. This contrasted sharply with those who were making new fortunes in 

industry, and who were beginning to be able to introduce electric lighting into their 

homes and to travel. These inequalities led some to begin to question the role of the 
Church, and to ask themselves whether it was true that God had ordained each 

person's station in life. 
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The nineteenth century, then, was an age of transition, and those people who lived in 

it were very much aware of this. Novels of the nineteenth century show a nostalgia for 

a past age and a changing landscape and a concern that progress for some meant 

degradation for others. 

When Charles Darwin began his work, therefore, he did not introduce the idea of 

evolution out of the blue, into a world which had never considered such a possibility. 

Concepts of progress, of society moving forward, leaving old ways behind and being in 

a constant process of change, were already embedded in popular thought. The 

philosopher Hegel, for example, had introduced ideas about the ways in which 

progress is made when people catch on to one idea (which he called a thesis) and then 
turn away from it and go to the opposite view (the antithesis), until eventually the 

'pendulum' comes to rest at a middle point (the synthesis)- after which, the process 

begins again and ideas are carried forward. Karl Marx took up Hegel's way of looking 

at progress when he described his predictions that large differences between rich and 

poor would eventually lead to revolution. Other people, then, besides Darwin, were 

considering the idea that humanity does not stay the same, following rules of nature in 
a uniform and unchanging way. The concept of humanity as part of an ever-changing 

process was already there. 

Sir Charles Lyell and the challenge of geology 

Sir Charles Lyell, who was born in 1797, 12 years earlier than Darwin, presented one 
of the first major challenges to a literal view of the Bible, because of his study of 

geology; one of many new sciences. At the start of the nineteenth century, most people 

accepted Bishop James Ussher's calculations that the world had been created in 4004 

BCE. Ussher had worked this out, in the years leading up to the English Civil War, by 
matching the dates given for different events in the Bible, the ages different characters 

were said to have reached before they died, and other dates that were already 

well-known through archaeology and ancient writings. He reached the conclusion that 

the date of the creation of the world could be very precisely placed at nightfall on the 

eve of 23 October 4004 BCE. Other scholars, such as Lightfoot, made similar 
calculations, and although there were some slight differences in their conclusions 

depending on the version of the Bible they had used, it was nevertheless taken as a fact 

that the world had been in existence for no more than about 6,000 years. 

Lyell's discoveries challenged this assumption. James Hutton, who died the year Lyell 

was born, was the pioneer of geology as a science, and Lyell followed his methods to 

develop a theory called uniformitarianism. This theory claims that the earth was 

formed gradually, through natural and slow processes. This seems obvious to us today, 

but, before Lyell, the theory had been one of catastrophism, in which the earth was 

formed all at once 6,000 years ago; any changes which could be seen in the evidence 
of rocks was attributed to occasional and sudden catastrophes, such as the Flood 

described in the Bible. 
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Lyell supported his own uniformitarian theory, by showing how geological processes 

such as erosion, uplift, glaciation and sedimentation had altered the earth's structure, 

in a process which must have taken place over millions of years. It began to seem that 

there was firm, scientific evidence to support the view that the planet was much older 

than the Bible described. 

As well as introducing uniformitarianism, Lyell also developed a method of studying the 

earth's strata (layers of rock), and classifying them according to age and origin. He 
discovered fossils of creatures which still existed, in the newer rocks closest to the 

surface, but in the deeper levels there were fewer examples of fossils of living species, 

and instead there were the remains of animals which were now extinct. Other 
scientists, too, began to uncover fossils of dinosaurs and of other creatures which had 

no mention in the creation stories of Genesis. 

Lyell's discoveries in the field of geology 
challenged the view that the earth was 

only 6, 000 years old. 

Lyell's work was scientifically convincing, and some of the public as well as some 
scientists began to believe in a long process of change, rather than an immediate 

miracle, as an explanation for the way in which the world appears. However, Victorian 

scientists and theologians who were adamant that the Biblical account of creation was 

historically accurate, in spite of geological evidence, came up with different suggestions 

of how biblical and geological ideas could be reconciled: 

• it was suggested sometimes that God had put the fossils into the rocks at the time of 

creation in order to test the faith of humankind (this was a view held by Philip Gosse); 

• some said that the word 'days' described in Genesis was meant to signify 'long 

periods of time' rather than a literal 24 hours. 

Darwin's theory of natural selection 

Darwin's voyages on the Beagle led him to observe that there is variation within all 
species. Even within the same species of bird, or flower, or moth, there are some that 

are bigger than others, or lighter or darker in colour, which have bigger feet or longer 
stems and so on. Darwin used this observation to form a hypothesis. His idea was based 

on seeing that each species has a limited supply of food, and that there is competition 
for nutrition both within the species and with other species that inhabit the same 
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environments. When there is not enough food to go around, some will be the winners 

and others the losers. The particular animals or plants that end up getting the food, and 

also avoid being eaten by their predators, are the ones whose characteristics are the 

most advantageous to them. The giraffes with the longest necks can reach the leaves 

that other giraffes cannot reach, so they have more food. The birds with the best 

camouflage against their environment are less likely to be eaten by predators, who go 

for the ones they can see more easily. In this way, the strongest and the most 

advantaged members of the species survive for longer. 

Because they survive for longer, they are able to reproduce more often. Their offspring 

tend to inherit the advantageous traits: they are more likely also to have long necks or 

better camouflage. Those members of the species with the less advantageous traits do 

not get to reproduce very much, because they starve or are eaten. Gradually, the species 

changes and the advantageous traits become more popular; a greater proportion of the 

species now has longer necks, better camouflage, or whatever. This, of course, means 

that the competition for food has grown. Once again, the survivors who go on to 
reproduce the most are the ones with unusual characteristics that set them slightly 

apart from the crowd - and so the process goes on, as evolution through natural 

selection. Over time, evolution can result in species which are particularly suited to a 

niche environment, and even completely new species. 

Darwin~ illustration of beak variation 

in finches records his observation if 
dtfferent inheritable characteristics. 

How Christian belief was threatened by Darwinism 

It is central to Christian belief that human beings were created with the purpose and 

capacity for direct communion with God. God created humankind deliberately, in his 

own image, and made people unique from other animals in giving them a soul, and the 

means by which to love God freely through divine grace. The first pair, Adam and Eve, 

disobeyed God and lost humanity's innocence and capability for direct contact with 

God. The work of Christ set right this catastrophic disobedience, atoning for the sin of 
Adam, and redeeming humankind. Edward Pusey, a church leader in Victorian times, 

wrote: 

• 
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It lies as the basis of our faith that man was created in the perfection of our nature, 
endowed with supernatural grace, with a full freedom of choice such as man, until 
restored by Christ, has not had since. 

Darwin's ideas therefore seemed to threaten the whole edifice of Christianity: 

• It appeared as though humankind was not God's supreme creation at all, but an 
accident, a chance happening. 

• If humankind had not been deliberately created in a ready-made form, but had 

evolved by the chance processes of evolution through natural selection, then the idea 
of God having a purpose in creation appears to be challenged. 

• If the distinction between humankind and the rest of the animal kingdom is 

blurred, then it appears as though humankind does not have a unique place or a 
unique soul, and is not in the image of God; it seems unlikely that there came a point 

during evolution at which people developed souls. 

• If Adam and Eve were not real historical people, and the Fall was not an historical event, 

it makes the redeeming work of Christ seem unnecessary and incomprehensible. 

• The concept of God as a Designer is challenged, and the wonders of the natural world 
appear to be attributable not to God but to random chance; the idea that the hand of 

God can clearly be seen in the works of his creation is undermined, as are the 

teleological arguments for God's existence. 

• The authority of the Bible as the revealed word of God is diminished, because it 

appears to be mistaken. Instead of seeing God revealed in the Bible and in the world 

around us, both of these traditional sources of God's revelation are threatened. 

Darwin himself was aware that the theories he was putting forward would present 

these challenges. In a letter to his friend and colleague Asa Gray, who was an American 
botanist, he wrote: 

With respect to the theological view of the question. This is always painful to me. I am 
bewildered. I had no intention to write atheistically. But I own that I cannot see as 
plainly as others do, and as I should wish to do, evidence of design and beneficence 
on all sides of us. There seems to me too much misery in the world. I cannot persuade 
myself that a beneficent and omnipotent God would have designedly created the 
Ichneumonidae with the express intention of their feeding within the living bodies of 
caterpillars, or that a cat should play with mice. . . . On the other hand, I cannot 
anyhow be contented to view this wonderful universe, and especially the nature of 
man, and to conclude that everything is the result of brute force. I am inclined to look 
at everything as resulting from designed laws, with the details, whether good or bad, 
left to the working out of what we may call chance. (Charles Darwin's Letters, a 
Selection, ed. F. Burkhardt, Cambridge University Press, 1996) 
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Darwin always insisted he was an 
agnostic rather than an atheist. 

Darwin delayed publication until Alfred Russel Wallace, another evolutionary theorist, 

put him in a position of wanting to be credited for his data. However, he felt that 

publication was 'like confessing to a murder'; he knew that he would be in trouble, but 

he did not want to obscure what he believed to be scientifically convincing. 

The debate between Wilberforce and Huxley 

Darwin's theories of the origins of species were criticised widely: The usual conception 

is that the arguments were between scientists, on the side of Darwin, and the Church, 

but in fact much of the opposition to Darwin came from other scientists, who were 

unwilling to accept Darwin's conclusions. It was not the case that Science, as a body, 

supported Darwin whilst Religion was opposed. 

However, there was a debate less than six months after the publication of Jhe Origin qf 
Species (1859), which made the confrontation between the established church and 
Darwinism very public. 

Samuel Wuberforce (1805-73), bishop of Oxford and a renowned eloquent speaker, 
decided to lead the attack on Darwin, in an article in a periodical called the Quarterly 

Review, and in a meeting of the British Association, held in Oxford inJune 1860. In the 

article, he stated that Darwin's theories showed 'a tendency to limit God's glory in 

creation', that 'the principle of natural selection is absolutely incompatible with the 

word of God', and that 'it contradicts the revealed relations of creation to its Creator'. 

What happened at the meeting in Oxford is less clear, and has been fuelled by stories 

which may or may not be true, so that the popular account of events could well be 

legendary rather than factual. Darwin himself did not attend the meeting, as he suffered 
from ill health for many years, possibly because of a tropical disease picked up on his 

travels. 
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Legend has it that Wilberforce (known as Soapy Sam because of his unpleasantly 

sarcastic and pretentious manner) was defeated by the sincerity of the young Thomas 

Huxley, Darwin's advocate. According to legend, the Church tried to dictate to the 

scientists which conclusions they were allowed to reach, but the strength and simplicity 

of Huxley tumed the tide against religion and relegated it to the realms of superstition, 

where it is gradually being eliminated by all enlightened people. However, some 

reputable historians, such as Owen Chadwick, suggest that reports of the debate should 
be treated with some caution, as they are not entirely consistent and may well have 

been embroidered with the passage of time. 

Popular history suggests that Wilberforce said to Huxley that someone might be willing 

to trace his descent through an ape on the side of his grandfather, but would not accept 
it on his grandmother's side; an appeal to the Victorian sentimentality about women. 

Huxley is alleged to have replied that he would prefer to be descended from an ape 

than from someone who spent his talents misrepresenting those who seek the truth. 

Wilberforce's arguments seem to have been centred around the gaps in Darwin's 

theory; he could not give any evidence for evolution through these different stages 

(although later discoveries of fossils made Darwin's ideas seem much more credible). 

Wilberforce argued that Darwin was presenting only a theory, not a proof; and he 
pointed out that in our experience, species tend to revert to type: when there is 

deliberate selective breeding of, for example, racehorses or pedigree dogs, there is a 

tendency for offspring to revert to the original rather than to continue to develop the 

required characteristics. This suggested to Wilberforce that species, although variant, 

were fixed and fundamentally stable. 

At the time of the debate, the most eminent naturalists were on the side of Wilberforce, 

on scientific grounds rather than for religious reasons. Darwin himself was impressed 

by the way in which Wilberforce managed to find the parts of his argument which were 
the weakest, and went back to work on substantiating those. 

Creationism 

The reaction to Darwin was by no means universal. Some abandoned religious faith as 
superstition; some tried to find ways of compromising; others rejected the possibility that 

the theory of evolution could be right, and maintained their belief in the literal truth of 

biblical accounts of the origins of humanity. This third group of people is known as 

creationists - those who believe that the Genesis accounts are historically accurate and 
factual. Creationist views were not limited to the Victorian age, but are still prevalent 

today, particularly in the USA where groups campaign against the teaching of theories of 
evolution in schools. 

Key term 

Cttationism 
the belief that the 

world and 
everything in it 

was made exactly 
as described in 

the Bible. 
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The main points which are made by creationists are: 

• The belief that nature is 'all there is', that everything has to be empirically testable, is an 
assumption and a step of faith. Scientists who reject the literal truth of the Bible are 
placing their faith in naturalism; creationism makes the assumption that there is a 

creator God. If scientists are to be allowed their assumptions, creationists should not be 
denied the right to assume as a starting point the truth of the Bible. 

• Large-scale change from one type of organism into another has never been verified, and 
there are plenty of scientists who believe that it is impossible. Variation within one kind 

of organism, such as the example of the dark and light moths, is accepted by 
creationists, but it is not accepted that there can be change from one species to another, 
for example from a reptile to a bird. 

• Fossil evidence suggests evolution could have been produced in a single abrupt event, 
such as the biblical Flood, rather than gradually accumulating. 

• The belief that the atoms produced by the Big Bang eventually brought themselves 
together, by chance, and resulted in people after years of evolution, takes an enormous 
amount of faith to accept; it is a belief which demands acceptance of the extremely 
improbable and is far less credible than belief in the creator God of Genesis. 

• The Bible comes from God, and God does not get things wrong. Therefore, if science 
and the Bible disagree, scientists are mistaken, because they are fallible. 

Creationists hold that scientific theories of evolution are only theories, and can be 
challenged; there is evidence against them, which means that they depend on belief 
Creationism rests on the assumption that the theories devised by people can never 
disprove the truth of the Bible. Scientific ideas can be measured against the Bible, to see 
how far they are consistent with it, but the Bible does not have to match any human 
theory in order to be considered worthwhile, because of its unique status as the word of 
God. 

Creationism has remained popular among evangelical Christians, particularly in America, 
although it would be wrong to suggest that it represents the opinions of most Christians 
or Jews. Ronald Numbers, an American writer, cited in his article 'Creationism in 20th 
century America' (Science, 1982) an opinion poll which showed that 44% of Americans 

said that they believe that God created human beings in their present form within the last 
10,000 years. However, as Numbers points out in his article, there are various shades of 
opinion within creationism itself: from those who are 'strict creationists' who believe that 

the days of Genesis should be taken literally, to those 'progressive creationists' who 
believe that the days are immense periods of time. Some strict creationists believe in one 
single act of creation in 4004 BCE, while others believe in a number of creative acts. 
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Many biblical literalists have tried to overcome the problems of geological evidence, by 

identifying two separate creations. The first, described at the beginning of Genesis, was 
'in the beginning', possibly many millions of years ago, and then the second took place 
in six actual days approximately 4,000 years before the birth of Christ. Most fossils, they 

argue, come from the first creation and are relics of creatures who were destroyed before 
the arrival of Adam. 

The Scopes trial 

The Scopes trial in the USA is probably the most famous example of conflict between 
creationism and evolutionary science. In 1925, John Thomas Scopes, an American high 

school teacher, confessed to having broken a recently made law in Tennessee banning the 
teaching of human evolution in state schools. His subsequent trial focused international 
attention on the anti-evolution crusade. Scopes was eventually found guilty as charged, 
but there was little cause for celebration among the creationists, because they had 
received very little sympathy from the press. In particular, it had come to light that the 

creationists, or fundamentalists as they had come to be called, could not agree on a 
theory of creation even amongst themselves. 

The Scopes trial 
brought the conflict 
between science and 
religion into the news. 

Although the Scopes trial could hardly have been considered a great success for 
creationists, the aftermath was a continued, although much more low-key, pressurising 
by fundamentalists on the state schools, public libraries, local press and other media to 
reject evolutionary theory and promote creationism. 

Modern creationism 

Henry Morris (1918-2006), an American Christian, was a leading supporter of a literal 
interpretation of the Bible, and is seen by many as one of the founders of the twentieth
century creationist movement. He was a prolific writer who, with his son, produced a 
range of books arguing that the world was created exactly as described in Genesis, and 
that scientists who disagree with this conclusion are seriously mistaken in their 
understanding of their data. The Genesis Flood (P & R Publishing, 1960), written with 
Old Testament scholar John Whitcomb, attempted to use scientific arguments and 
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geological evidence to support the Genesis accounts of creation and the flood. Biblical 
Creationism (Baker, 1993) was written with the intention of showing how the story of 

the creation of the world in six days is supported throughout the Bible. 

Morris begins his argument from the starting-point of belief that the Bible is the 

inerrant word of God. He states explicitly: 

I had become convinced that the Bible was the WOrd qf God, inspired and inerrant in 
every word . . . Jbe Bible taught clearly and explicitly that all things were made by 
God in a six-day week qf natural days. Jbere was no room for evolution or the long 

geological ages at all (Henry Morris, Biblical Creationis~ Master Books, 2000) 

In the view of creationist~ the Bible is 
completely correct in every detail about 
how the universe came into being. 

In Morris's view, there is no convincing 'compromise' theory which allows for a belief 

in evolution alongside belief in the historical accuracy of the biblical text. He points out 

how the biblical text is quite explicit in its details, and argues that God does not make 

mistakes. Scientists are fallible and with the best will in the world can easily 

misinterpret data; they were not present at the origins of the world and 

can only speculate. God, on the other hand, made the world and also wrote the Bible, 

Morris claims; therefore we can have complete confidence in the biblical accounts, 
because they were recorded by the only being who has certain and infallible knowledge 

of what happened. 

Where, for example, the Genesis account mentions the 'days' of creation, Morris argues 

that a close reading of the text does not allow for an interpretation where a 'day' means 
'an era'. In Genesis 1, the word used for 'day' is yom. Morris argues that this always 

means a 24-hour period, and a different word entirely is used for 'era': ' .. . there should 

be no uncertainty whatever that God intended the account to say that the creation of 

all things had taken place in six literal days' (Biblical Creationism) . 
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Morris argues that the Genesis account must have been written either by God himself 

on a tablet of stone, in the same way that the Ten Commandments were written for 

Moses, or else by Adam, who would have been given the gift of the ability to write, and 

also a special revelation by God so that he would know the details of events that 

happened before his own existence. Once Adam was created, he would then be in a 
position to tell the rest of the creation story from his own experience, guided by the 

Holy Spirit to ensure its accuracy. This dual authorship would account for the 

appearance of two creation stories in Genesis. The first story, outlining the six days of 

creation, would have come directly from God, whereas the second came from Adam's 
perspective (although it would still have been directed by God and guaranteed to be 

without mistakes). Although some critics claim that there are two different creation 

stories in the book of Genesis, Morris does not accept this. Everything was made in the 

order described, by God himself, in Genesis 1. Creation was completed with the arrival 

of humanity, after which God rested. The second creation account, beginning in 

Genesis 2, is where Adam describes the order in which he became aware of the rest of 

creation around him. 

Some people argue that the passage where Adam gives names to the animals cannot 
possibly be literally true, because there are so many different kinds of animals - over a 

million different species, according to many sources. However, Morris answers this 

point by saying that verse 20 of Genesis 2 refers only to Adam naming those animals 

which were to be his closest companions, the livestock and the birds. 

Now the Lord God had formed out of the ground all the beasts of the field and all the 
birds of the air. He brought them to the man to see what he would name them; and 
whatever the man called each living creature, that was its name. So the man gave 
names to all the livestock, the birds of the air and all the beasts of the field. 

(Genesis 2:19-20) 

Adam's intellect would have been far greater than our own, Morris argues, and God 

would have assisted Adam in naming the animals; therefore there is nothing in this 

account that is impossible: 'this project would not have occupied more than about half 
a day'. 

Unlike some creationists, who claim that fossil evidence of dinosaurs was planted by 
the devil to deceive human minds, Morris does not deny the existence of dinosaurs at 

some point in history: 'even the animals that have since become extinct - such as 

dinosaurs - were made on the ftfth and sixth days of the creation week'. 
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Morris argues that riferences in the 
Bible to the ~behemoth, might be 

rl!ferences to dinosaurs such as the 
diplodocus. 

Morris does, however, reject the claim that dinosaurs lived millions of years ago, and 

that most species of dinosaur were extinct before humans arrived on the planet. This 
would not be consistent with the biblical account. He and other creationist writers 

point out passages in the Bible which refer to 'behemoth' and 'tannin': both words to 

describe 'monsters'. 'Behemoth', according to Morris, is used to describe gigantic 

beasts such as elephants, hippopotami and brontosaurus, and 'tannin' refers to 

sea-monsters such as blue whales, walruses and plesiosaurs. 

Look at the behemoth, 
which I made along with you 
and which feeds on grass like an ox 
What strength he has in his loins, 
what power in the muscles if his belly! 
His tail sways like a cedar; 
the sinews if his thighs are close-knit. 
His bones are tubes of bronze, 
his limbs like rods if iron. 
He ranks first among the works if God, 
yet his Maker can approach him with his sword Oob 40: 15-19) 

For Morris, a literalist interpretation of scripture is not only reasonable but necessary. 

Creationism, or creation science as it is sometimes called by its supporters, seems to 

see the relation between science and religion in terms of conflict. Ian Barbour, in his 

book .Religion in an Age of Science argues that it is not legitimate for the creationists to 

try to put limits on what a scientist can be allowed to discover. Religious belief should 
not be allowed to dictate the conclusions which scientists are allowed to draw, and 

therefore Barbour argues that it is wrong for creationists to try to limit what can be 

taught in schools. However, Barbour argues, it is equally wrong for some scientists, 

most notably Dawkins, to try to make science dictate what people should believe in 
religious terms . 

• 
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Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955) 

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin was the strange combination of palaeontologist and Jesuit 
priest, whose ideas were very popular in the 1950s and 1960s, particularly amongst his 

fellow-Catholics. He aimed to show that science and religion could live compatibly 
together, and that the discoveries of the one could and should enhance the other. 

However, Teilhard de Chardin' s ideas were not always very much welcomed by the 

Catholic Church of his time, because he was not concerned only with peace-making 

between science and religion; he aimed to use scientific ideas to reshape Christian 

thought for modem people, and was therefore considered too radical by many. He was 

seen by the Vatican as something of a threat, and was forbidden to have his religious 

writings published, as they were seen to be too closely linked to the 'modernism' 
of which the Catholic Church disapproved. He took up a research position in China, 

where he was engaged in the discovery of 'Peking man' as well as philosophical 
reflection. 

Teilhard de Chardin proposed a new 
and original way of combining 
evolutionary ideas with Christianity. 

Many people today considered Teilhard de Chardin's ideas rather outdated; some of 

the things he said about science have not found much favour with other scientists, and 

some of his religious thinking has been considered to be too fanciful and mystical to 

appeal to many. However, he had an impact in his day, and is still considered to be 

useful for study in many Roman Catholic secondary schools. . 

Teilhard de Chardin was a prolific writer, and his style is often rather difficult to follow, 
as it is unsystematic and tends to go off at tangents. 

One of his objectives was to show that the material world of plants, rocks, animals and 
so on is not just the neutral subject for scientific investigation, but is the setting for 

mystical visions of God; the subject matter of science, he argued, is the mirror in which 

the reflected face of God can be seen. 

I 
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Teilhard de Chardin was very impressed by the theories of evolution, and believed that 
this was the key to religion as well as to science. His most important work was called 

Ihe Phenomenon if Man or Ihe Human Phenomenon, depending on how the French 

is translated, and this dealt with the concept that evolution is the key to understanding 
the whole world and all the systems within it. According to Teilhard de Chardin, 

evolution is a process with a purpose, through which the energy and matter of the 

universe has continually changed in the direction of becoming ever more complex. He 
argued that when humanity emerged through the evolutionary process, a new 

dimension entered. The biosphere (the layer of living things which cover the earth) 

became surrounded by a new layer, which he called the noosphere, and this was a mind 

layer of human consciousness surrounding the earth. As the process of evolution 

continues, this gives rise to ever higher levels of mind and spiritual consciousness, until 

eventually the 'Omega point' is reached; and this can be equated with God. God

Omega attracts humankind towards himself through his love, most eminently seen in 
the person of Christ, and the whole evolutionary process is shown to have direction 

rather than being random. 

Teilhard de Chardin saw scientific endeavour as itself a part of evolution, a way forward 

in the human move towards the Omega point, and part of the means by which God 

could be reached. 

His thinking was found attractive by many, because it was a way in which evolution 

could be seen to be not contradictory to religion but part of it, a religious process in 

itself. God, in this way of thinking, is not pushed to the edge as a last resort means of 

explaining those questions which science has not yet resolved; instead, God is at the 

centre of science, its fundamental objective. Scientific discoveries are movements 

towards an uncovering of God; as people understand more about the world, they 

evolve a step nearer to the Omega point. 

However, Teilhard de Chardin's thinking was also criticised. It was considered by the 

church to be incompatible with traditional Christian doctrine in many respects, 

contradicting central beliefs such as the Fall of humankind, and seemed to be replacing 

the teachings of the Bible with a new and apparently made-up understanding of the 

purposes of the world. It seemed as though Teilhard de Chardin was replacing the 
biblical accounts, even if they were myths, with new myths of his own invention. 
Scientists did not take this thinking very seriously, because the ideas of the noosphere 

and the Omega point were not considered to be in any sense scientific; they were 

wholly unverifiable and unfalsifiable. 

I 
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Nevertheless, the work of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin is still read and admired as a 

genuine attempt by someone with a scientific background to try to bring together 

religious belief with evolutionary thinking. 

Intelligent Design and irreducible complexity 

'Intelligent Design' is the name given to the view that the existence of the universe and 

the features of different things within the universe are best explained if it is accepted 

that there is an intelligent being who designed it all. This is proposed not only as a 

religious belief but as a scientific theory. Those who support Intelligent Design believe 

that the cosmological and teleological arguments for the existence of God have 

strength, and that other explanations which remove any question of God leave many 

issues unresolved. Mysteries such as why the Big Bang ever happened in the first place 

can be answered with reference to God, as can questions about the evolutionary 

process. 

One aspect of the Intelligent Design approach is the argument from irreducible 

complexity. This argument claims that there are serious flaws in Darwinist models of 
evolutionary theory, and that, rather than trying to find ever more convoluted ways to 

explain them, it is far more obvious to look to God as the explanation. 

The concept of 'irreducible complexity' as an argument against Darwinian models of 

evolution has been popularised by the writer Michael Behe. Behe's book Darwin's 

Black Box (first published in 1996) put forward the view that modern biochemistry has 
revealed features of life that have hitherto been mysterious (a 'black box'). In Darwin's 

time, he argued, nothing much was known at a level smaller than that of the cell, but 

now X-ray crystallography has enabled scientists to investigate further. The results of 

their investigations, Behe claims, cast doubt on the validity of Darwinism. 

One of the most important points that Behe makes in his book is that some aspects of 
life are 'irreducibly complex'. He gives the analogy of a household mousetrap to make 

his point. A mousetrap consists of several different parts, all of which are necessary for 

the mousetrap to work at all. It has a flat solid base, a spring, a metal hammer and a 
sensitive catch. This, although an apparently simple device, is 'irreducibly complex', in 

that if you took away any of its parts it would not work at all. Also, if any of the parts 
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had a fault - for example, if the hammer was feeble or the catch not sensitive - it would 
not do its job. The system as a whole needs to have a certain 'minimal function'. 

Behe uses this analogy and applies the same principles to aspects of life. He picks out 
several processes and discusses in detail the way that they work, to illustrate that several 
different functions need to be present simultaneously for there to be any result at all. 
One of his examples is the clotting of the blood. Blood clots when we cut ourselves. 
Otherwise, even a small cut would cause our blood to leak out gradually until we had 

none left. But blood cannot continue to clot all the way through our bodies as part of 
the healing process - it has to clot just enough to heal the cut, and then stop, so that 
the rest of our organs continue to function as normal. This blood-clotting process, 
Behe argues, is irreducibly complex, requiring a complex interaction of different 
proteins in order to work at all. What, he asks, would be the evolutionary advantage to 

a creature of having just part of this process? It does not fit in with Darwin's ideas about 
natural selection. 

Behe argues that if a mousetrap did not 
have all its parts, it would not function. 

He also uses the example of the eye, to show another instance of irreducible 
complexity. Darwin himself accepted that the eye presented a problem: it was difficult 
to see how simple light-sensitive cells that can be seen on some creatures could 
somehow evolve into fully functioning eyes: 

To suppose that the eye with all its inimitable contrivances for at{justing the focus to 
dtfferent distances, for admitting dtfferent amounts of light, and for the correction of 
spherical and chromatic aberration, could have been formed by natural selection, 
seems, I colifess, absurd in the highest degree. (Charles Darwin, 7he Origin of Species) 

Behe's conclusion, then, is that modern biochemistry has lifted the 'lid' of 'Darwin's 

black box'. Things that were a mystery to Darwin have been explored, and the 
observations scientists are now able to make are, in Behe's view, best explained if it is 
accepted that an intelligent God is in control of the evolutionary process. 

I 
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Critics of Behe and of Intelligent Design in general argue that this sort of conclusion is 

not good science. The existence of God can never be tested with experiment or 

verified. It is a reversion to the 'God of the gaps' mentality, falling back on the notion 

that 'God did it' instead of continuing to investigate scientifically. Some critics use the 
analogy of the 'Flying Spaghetti Monster' and the 'Invisible Pink Unicorn' to illustrate 

their opinion of the Intelligent Design argument: it is simply postulating some 

supernatural, unfalsifiable cause as a lazy way of reaching a conclusion. ----------

Paul Davies 

Paul Davies is a modem physicist who has taken an interest in the philosophical 

questions raised by his studies of the origins of the universe and the possibility of the 
discovery of a grand theory of everything. His books include God and the Neiv Physics 
(Penguin, 1990), The Mind of God (Penguin, 2001) and The Goldilocks Enigma (Allen 
Lane, 2006). 

Davies' studies lead him to various conclusions: 

1. There is something special about the universe and the way in which it works 

according to mathematical principles; this suggests to Davies that there is evidence for 

God. Although, in the book The Mind of God, Davies explains why each of the 

traditional arguments for the existence of God fails to convince, he still believes that the 

existence of the universe and the patterns within it point towards God. Although he 

appreciates the problems of the cosmological argument with its jump from the 

existence of the universe to an assumption of a supernatural cause, he still writes: 

The origin of galaxies, for example, has no satisfactory explanation at present. The 
origin of life is another baffling puzzle. But we can conceive of both these systems 

being deliberately engineered by an intelligent super-being, without any violation of 
the laws of physics. 

2. Davies is a supporter of the anthropic principle; he looks at the probabilities against 

the different elements of the universe being so fine-tuned that we are able to exist, and 

concludes The Mind of God by saying, 'We are truly meant to be here'; because it is so 

unlikely that the different particles would just have fallen, by chance, into the right 

conditions for us to be here asking the questions, that it could not have happened by 

accident. This is an idea he develops in The Goldilocks Enigma where he argues that 
the universe is so carefully fine-tuned that the likelihood of it having happened by 

random chance is remote: 
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!f almost any if the basic features if the univers~ from the properties of atoms to the 
distribution of the galaxie~ were dtfferent; life would very probably be impossible. 
No14 it happens that to meet these various requirement~ certain stringent conditions 
must be satisfied in the underlying laws if physics that regulate the univers~ so 
stringent in fact that a biqfriendly universe looks like a fix- or ~put-up job; to use 
the pithy description if the late British cosmologist Fred Hoyle. It appeared to Hoyle 
as tf a super-intellect bad been )nonkeying~ with the laws if physics. He was right in 

his impression. (Paul Davies, 7he Goldilocks Enigma) 

Davies believes that the universe is Just 
right; like the porridge Goldilocks stole 
when trespassing on the three bears. 

3. Davies believes that scientific study cannot answer all of our questions or meet all 

our needs, and suggests that our knowledge can be enhanced through mysticism and 

religion in order to explain the purposes of our existence in the universe. 

The ideas supported by Davies could be, and are, criticised from different quarters. 

Empiricists such as Dawkins and Atkins argue that finding pattems in the universe is 

acceptable, but asking why these pattems might exist is like asking about the colour of 

jealousy; it is an inappropriate and meaningless question to ask. There is no purpose, 

the universe has pattems and that is 'brute fact'. Similarly, in answer to Davies' support 

of the anthropic principle, they would argue that every possible shape that the 

elements of the universe might have fallen into is unlikely when compared with all the 

possibilities. There are so many possible combinations that any one has odds stacked 

against it. The fact that we are here is an accident, the result of randomness, not 

purpose. 

John Polkinghome, in his book Science and Creation, points out that Davies' concept 

of God is not the same as that of the Christian religion. Davies suggests a God who, to 

Polkinghome, is a 'Demiurge', an agent at work in the world alongside many other 

agents, who is vasdy superior in power and intelligence but who is limited by the 

materials already there for him to work with. Davies writes of this God organising pre

existent matter, but not able to create out of nothing as described in Genesis. Although 
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Polkinghorne and Davies both consider that the discoveries of science lead towards 

rather than away from an understanding of God, they do not share an idea of what this 
God might be like. Polkinghorne's own understanding is very much more in tune with 

the traditional Christian understanding, and he is keen to distance himself from Davies. 

John Polkinghorne 

John Polkinghorne is an Anglican priest and also a theoretical physicist. He is the author 

of several books about the relation between science and religion, including Belief in 

God in an Age of Science (Yale University Press, 1998) and Exploring Reality: The 
Intertwining of Science and Religion (Yale University Press, 2005). In his books, he 

defends the view that science and religion can co-exist and complement each other, 
each contributing in its own way to human understanding of the world. His 

conclusions are many; some of his main points are: 

1. Science cannot tell religion what to believe but religion cannot tell science what its 

results have to be; religious people have to take the results of scientific investigation 

seriously, and this investigation indicates that the planet has evolved over 15 billion 

years from an initial Big Bang. 

2. Religious belief involves a leap of faith, but that does not have to mean a leap in the 

dark. Scientists have discovered that some aspects of the world do not work to the same 

logic that we are used to, and investigation of these requires similar leaps of faith, 

which often result in new discoveries. Faith is necessary for science as well as for 

religion. 

john Polkinghorne is both a physicist 
and an Anglican priest. 

3. Polkinghorne bases his belief on his encounter with Christ, met through the witness 
of the Church, the accounts in the Gospels, and through the sacraments. He also finds 

suggestions of the power of God through his scientific enquiry. (A critic might say that 

this is not sufficient basis for belief, because there is no falsifiable evidence here.) 
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4. One approach to the possibility of finding a total theory of everything is to assume 
that the universe is brute fact. Another assumes that there is a God. Polkinghorne points 
out that both approaches rest on unexplained assumptions. 

5. Polkinghorne believes that the fact that human reason is capable of arriving at the 
same mathematical patterns as those which occur in the universe is highly significant. 
He believes that the reason we have within us, and the rational order of the universe, 
both come from a common source, which is the reason of the creator God. The world 
reveals the existence of Mind, and our thirst to understand the universe by arriving at 
a Grand Unified Theory will, he thinks, demonstrate the existence of God. 

6. He considers that the fine-tuning of the universe to allow for human existence, the 
anthropic principle, is evidence of planning, and that it is much more reasonable to 
believe that our existence is deliberate than that it happened by chance. Arguments 
which support the idea that we are here by chance involve just as much speculation and 
are less likely. 

7. Science provides information which raises questions that are beyond the power of 
science to answer. The more we discover about the universe, the more evidence 
appears for purpose. (A critic might argue that, if it cannot be proved that something 
happens by chance, perhaps it cannot be proved that there is an unseen purpose 
behind things.) 

8. About the origins of the world, Polkinghorne argues along with most other Christians 
that the 'how' of the beginnings are not important for theology; it is the reason that 
things exist at all which concern religious believers. He goes on to say that even if 
Stephen Hawking is right in his suggestion that there was no beginning at all, this does 
not constitute evidence against God. Polkinghorne's argument here implies that his 
view is of a timeless, rather than an everlasting God; if God exists outside time, then he 
could infinitely sustain an infinite universe. Perhaps it is only a view of God as 
everlasting in time that requires a beginning. 

9. Polkinghorne cites the French biochemist Jacques Monod who asserts that the 
universe happens by blind chance. Polkinghorne's answer is that God gives his creation 
independence, freedom to go which way it wants, and he implies that this freedom is 
not confined to the sphere of human free will but can be seen in all elements of the 
universe. 

10. He also suggests that modern science has moved away from the Newtonian view 
that the world is mechanical and predictable. Instead, it is so sensitive that slight 
disturbances in one area can have unpredictable knock-on effects; and this new 
understanding is more receptive to theology, as science becomes more flexible. 



Understanding Philosophy of Religion 
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The God Delusion by Richard Dawkins (Houghton Miffiin, 2006) 
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Religion in an Age of Science by Ian Barbour (Harper Collins, 1990) 

Darwin's Black Box by Michael Behe (Free Press, 2006) 
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Deism 

Deism is a theist belief system that claims God can be discovered through reason alone. 

It rejects the authority of scripture, seeing it as a human construction rather than 
divinely inspired; it understands scripture to be misleading, full of myth and 

superstition, and is at the root of many of the serious divisions between members of 

different faiths. It also rejects ideas about God intervening in the world though miracles 
and other supernatural acts. 

Deism began as a movement in the seventeenth century This was a time following big 

leaps forward in science, especially in the understanding of the place of the earth in 
relation to the universe: 

Copernicus (1473-1543) proposed a system where the planets revolve in circular 
orbits around the sun, which he believed to be the centre of the universe. This marked 

a contrast with the thinking of Ptolemy. 

Kepler (1571-1630) showed that the planets move in elliptical orbits, at different 

speeds, according to three different laws (not altogether surprisingly, called Kepler's 
laws). 
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Galileo (1564-1642) also rejected Aristotle's idea of the earth at the centre of the 
universe, and was the first to observe planets with a telescope rather than just 
suggesting how they might function using mathematics; he introduced supporting 
evidence for the theory; which was why he was considered to be such a threat. 

Newton (1642-1727) showed that Kepler's laws could be derived from the general 
laws of motion and gravity that he had discovered. So Newton indicated that these laws 
of gravity and motion were applicable to 'the heavens' as well as to the earth. Newton's 
thinking was particularly significant, because rather than just adding to the list of 
observed facts, he presented a system which meant that the operations of the universe 
could be predicted. The system enabled people to look forward into what was likely to 
happen in the future, and also backward, trying to discover what had happened in the 
past. Newton's laws had the status of 'knowledge' in science until Einstein in the 
twentieth century. 

These discoveries were considered to pose a significant threat to Christian faith, to the 
extent that Galileo was charged with heresy. The earth was clearly not the major object 
in the universe, but a very small and very insignificant little planet in a universe that was 
much vaster than had ever been imagined. Newton's laws gave the impression that the 

universe was governed by explicable physical laws - it was no longer necessary to 
wonder at everything and ascribe it to the miraculous workings of God, because the 
way things happened could be explained purely in natural (rather than supernatural) 

terms. 

The discoveries of science seemed to many people to be in clear contradiction to the 
teachings of the Bible. A new way of interpreting the Bible had to be found, in which 
the morality and 'spiritual message' of the Bible was preserved and held as 

authoritative, but biblical teaching about scientific matters had to be understood as 
myth rather than literally true. 

Deists, however, went further than this. Thomas Paine (1737-1809) was a liberal 
thinker who did much to promote the cause of deism as a system of belief He lived an 

exciting life, becoming involved in both the American Revolution and the French 
Revolution, and publishing many pamphlets and books, including one called The Age 
of Reason. This book severely criticised Christianity for corrupting the truth, and was 
itself sharply criticised for doing so. 

The deists rejected what they considered to be false and unnecessary 'trappings' of 
religious belief They rejected belief in the Trinity and in miracles. They rejected the 

idea that scripture could be an inerrant source of truth. Many deists also rejected the 
view that God is continuously involved in the world, believing instead that God was 

responsible for creation but that the world was then left to function according to the 
natural laws that God had given to it. 
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Most people who write about deism agree that there are two strands to it: 

• Critical deism: this is the side of deism which talks about the · things it is rejecting, 

such as the authority of scripture and belief in the Trinity. 

• Constructive deism: this is the side of deism that talks about what it believes in a 

positive way, such as the existence of one God who can be found through the powers 

of human reason. Most deists also believe in an afterlife where the human soul will 

be judged on the basis of moral behaviour. 

Deism is less popular today than it was in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

The reason for this decline has often been attributed to the philosophy of David Hume, 
who showed in his criticisms of various arguments for the existence of God that human 
reason does not give us a sound basis for belief It shows that belief in God is one 

possibility; but it is not the only possibility and therefore not always the rational 
conclusion for people to draw. 



Key term 

Teleological -
looking at the 

'tail end', or end 

result, in order to 

draw 

conclusions. 

Design arguments for God's existence are often known as 'teleological' arguments. 

'Teleological' comes from the Greek word for 'tail', or 'end' -the end results are 

important. They are the goal or purpose, and are used in order to draw one's 

conclusions. 

These arguments are inductive arguments and a posteriori arguments - they look at 

our experience of the world, and draw inferences from it. Because they are inductive 

arguments, they reach conclusions which are statements of probability rather than 

conclusive proofs. It is up to us to decide whether we agree with the premises, and 

whether we think that the force of the argument is sufficient to persuade us to accept 

the conclusion. 

Design arguments follow a pattern like this: 

1. Whenever we see things made by people, which are ordered in a pattern, or 

beautiful, or particularly complex, which work particularly well to achieve a goal, we 

can infer that they must have been designed that way by an intelligent designer. 

2. Order, beauty, complexity and/or purpose do not arise by blind chance. 

3. We can look at the natural world and see that there is order, complexity and beauty 

in it, and things which work particularly well to perform a function. The resemblance 
to human inventions is close. 

4. Therefore the natural world, like machines, must have been created by an intelligent 

being. 

5. God is that intelligent being and, therefore, God exists. 

Design arguments propose that the orderliness in the 
universe points to an intelligent designer; which is God 
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Different versions of this argument stress different aspects of the apparent design of the 

world. One version is that design can be seen in the regularity of the universe, the 
movements of the planets and the seasons within them; another is that design can be 
seen in the way in which objects in the world suit a purpose; and another uses the 
beauty of the natural world from which to draw the conclusion that there must be an 
intelligent creator. 

One of the most ancient teleological arguments comes from Cicero's De Natura 
Deorum (On the Nature of the Gods). Cicero was a pre-Christian Roman philosopher 
(106-43 BCE). In this writing, a character called Lucilius Balbus asks, 'What could be 
more clear or obvious when we look up to the sky and contemplate the heavens, than 

that there is some divinity or superior intelligence?' Belief in God, he argued 'is drawn 
from the regularity of the motion and revolution of the heavens, the distinctness, 
variety, beauty and order of the sun, moon and all the stars, the appearance only of 
which is sufficient to convince us they are not the effects of chance'. 

The Bible, too, suggests that it is obvious from looking at the world that God must have 
made it. Psalm 19, for example, begins 'The heavens tell out the glory of God, the vault 
of heaven reveals his handiwork.' 

In mediaeval times, teleological arguments had the support of science, which assumed 
(following the thinking of Aristotle) that all natural objects had a purpose and a reason 
for their existence. In the eighteenth century, too, teleological arguments were 
particularly popular as they appeared to be supported by Newtonian physics. 

Teleological arguments appeal to our aesthetic sense. The argument is not 
sophisticated; it appeals to our sense of wonder at the beauty of the natural world, the 
awe we feel when observing the intricacies of animals and plants or when watching the 
night sky through a telescope. The argument has an emotional pull as well as an appeal 

to logic, and this perhaps accounts for its enduring attractiveness. 

eM'jlfi '~~lttlC:tlts ·~ Mm' :ltlll:•Wft'alf1tei~:Oit.gieal arguments. 

• Design arguments say that features of the natural world point to the existence of 

a God who must have designed it. 

~ ···-- . '; .. 
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Aquinas' design argument 

The last of the Aquinas' Five Ways is the one which takes up a version of the design 

argument for the existence of God. In the Fifth Way, Aquinas said that nature seems to 

have an order and a purpose to it. We know, he suggested, that nothing inanimate is 
purposeful without the aid of a 'guiding hand' (he uses the example of an archer 
shooting an arrow at a target). Therefore everything in nature which is moving but 

which has no intelligence must be directed to its goal by God. Aquinas says that there 

is order and purpose in the world, but adds to this that inanimate objects (for example, 

the planets), could not have ordered themselves, as they do not have any intelligence 

with which to make plans or patterns. Therefore, they must have been given an order 

by a being with intelligence (which would be God). 

This is how Aquinas writes it: 

Aquinas used the example of archery to illustrate his 
belief that pu7pose in the universe is evidence for the 
existence of God 

lbe fifth way is taken from the governance of the world. We see that things which lack 
knowledge, such as natural bodies, act for an end, and this is evident from their 
acting always, or nearly always, in the same way, so as to obtain the best result. 
Hence it is plain that they achieve their end, not fortuitously, but designedly. Now 
whatever lacks knowledge cannot move towards an end, unless it be directed by some 
being endowed with knowledge and intelligence; as the arrow is directed by the 
archer. Therefore, some intelligent being exists by whom all natural things are 
directed to their end; and this being we call God. 

• 
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William Paley and the eighteenth-century design argument 

It was in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that design arguments were at the 

height of their popularity. These were times of great strides in the fields of science -

astronomy, botany, zoology and anatomy were all developing at an exciting pace. Those 

people who wanted to show that the existence of God could be demonstrated through 

looking at the world had plenty of material to illustrate their point of view. They could 

show that scientists were discovering every day how, for example, different plants were 

suited to their different habitats - some having leaves which allowed maximum water 

retention in dry countries, while others produced airborne seeds which could be 

spread by the wind. Different animals were made in different ways so that they could 

live in different climates and conditions. Physicists were discovering the rules 

governing forces, motion and gravity, and these rules appeared to work uniformly in all 

kinds of circumstances, revealing an order in the way inanimate objects operated. The 

invention of the microscope allowed scientists to observe the intricate structure and 

function of cells invisible to the naked eye. The more people learned about the world, 

the more clear it seemed to be that there was an intelligent creator and designer behind 
it all. 

William Paley (17 43-1805), who was Archdeacon of Carlisle, put forward what is 

probably the most famous version of the design argument, in his book Natural 
Theology. 

To illustrate his argument, he used the analogy of someone coming across a watch on 

a heath (this was probably not Paley's own analogy, but one that was popular and which 
he chose to repeat). Imagine, he said, if someone was out walking on a heath, and 

looked down and saw a watch lying on the ground. The person finding the watch 
would notice how well the watch worked in order to tell the time, and would conclude 

that someone must have made the watch, rather than that the watch had just happened 

there by chance, or by the random orderings of atoms. Paley said that looking at a watch 

was similar to looking at the world, or at the human body, and noticing how it all works 

together - so intricately that one can only infer that there must have been a divine 

intelligence ordering it. Paley argued that we do not have to have ever seen a watch 
being made in order to realise that there must have been a maker; the watch does not 

have to work perfectly for us still to realise that it must have been designed. He went 

on to say that the world itself was even more impressive than a watch in its workings: 

'. . . the contrivances of nature surpass. the contrivances of art, in the complexity, 

subtility, and curiosity of the mechanism'. 
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Paley argued that the mechanism o.f the 
universe could be compared to the 
mechanism o.f a manufactured object 
such as a watch. 

In his book, Natural 7heology, Paley discusses many different examples of the 

suitability of the bodily structure of animals to the conditions of their life. He argued 

that not only is everything clearly designed, but it is designed for a purpose; and it is 

designed to an infinite degree of care. Even on the smallest scale, there is evidence of 
craft and skill, and despite the number of different kinds of things in the world, the 

same care seems to have been taken with the design of each. Paley concluded that this 
was not only evidence of Intelligent Design, but of God's care- if God cared enough 

about each insect to design it with such attention to detail, then surely people can be 
confident that God will care for them too: 

7he hinges in the wings o.f an earwig; and the joints o.f its antennae, are as highly 
wrought; as if the Creator had nothing else to finish. Wi? see no signs o.f diminution o.f 

care by multiplicity o.f oiject~ or o.f distraction o.f thought by variety. Wi? have no 
reason to fear, therifore, our being .forgotten, or overlooke~ or neglected 

Paley was not the only eighteenth-century thinker to have produced a teleological 

argument for the existence of God, but his view became the most famous. Charles 
Darwin studied Paley's writings as a compulsory part of his university education at 

Cambridge, and was greatly impressed by them; and many Christian ministers have 

been trained using the sorts of arguments that Paley put forward. 

analogy of a watch to argue that the natural world shows 
evidence of design. 

• He argued that the more we learn about different animals and plants, the more 
clearly we can see evidence of Intelligent Design. 
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Hume's criticisms of design arguments 

David Hume (1711-76) was a hugely influential Scottish philosopher, who is often referred 

to as a sceptic. He was not willing to accept popularly held beliefs without questioning and 

challenging them. His book, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, considers the 

reasoning put folWard by proponents of teleological arguments. Hume wrote this book in 

the form of a discussion between fictional characters, so that one character (Cleanthes) 
argues the point of view of the design argument and another (Philo, who like Hume is a 

sceptic) argues against it. Hume wrote his criticism of design arguments 23 years before 

Paley gave his famous analogy of the watch. Probably Paley was aware o( but not convinced 

by, the criticisms Hume made. 

In his dialogues, Hume made several different criticisms of the idea that design in the 

world gives strong evidence for the existence of God: 

1. One criticism was that the analogy between a watch and the world is weak. Hume 

said that it cannot be assumed that it is obvious to everyone how the world, like a 

watch, is formed regularly and for a purpose. Characteristics of purpose and design 

might be obvious in a watch, but they are not nearly so obvious in the world. We only 

make watches because the world is not like a watch; we would only stop and pick up 

the watch on the heath because it is so unlike the objects which occur in nature. We 

would conclude that the watch had been designed because we would think it could not 

have come about naturally, as such design is not seen in nature. It is not right, Hume 
thought, to draw these comparisons between the world and machines and use them as 

analogies when there is really very little similarity. 

2. Hume also argued that order in the world does not necessarily mean that someone 

must have had the idea of the design. Even if we do see order in the world, that does 

not enable us to leap on to the idea of a Divine Orderer. We do not know, for a fact, 

that all order comes about because of an intelligent idea. All we can say is, yes, there is 

order in the world. The recognition of order, too, has its limitations, because we do not 
have other worlds to compare with this one, to see if this one is more ordered than 

another. We have no other standard by which to judge it. Perhaps there are other 

worlds, a great deal more ordered than this one, which, if we knew about them, would 

lead us to the conclusion that there is very little order in our own. 

Key term 

Sceptic
someone who is 
inclined to doubt 

what he or she is 
told or wishes to 

suspend 

judgement unless 

there is certainty; 

someone who is 

keen to point out 

the limitations of 
knowledge. 
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lining them up accordirtg to size, or would you think that the order must have come 

about by chance? Do you think it is possible for order to come about by chance, or 

do you think it is too unlikely to happen in real life? 

3. Order, Hume believed, is a necessary part of the world's existence. If everything 

were random and nothing suited its purpose, the world would not be here any 

more. Any world, he thought, will look designed, because if it were chaotic it would 

not survive. It is not enough to show that the world is orderly for the conclusion to 
be drawn that God must have designed it. We also have to be able to prove that this 

order could not have come about except by God, and this is impossible to show. 

This self-sustaining order, it is argued, could have come about by chance. This was 
the kind of idea that Darwin's findings seemed to support, although of course Hume 

lived too early to know about Darwinism: the creatures we have around us are 

suited to their purpose only by chance, because the ones which were not suited 

(and there were plenty of them) did not survive. 

4. Hume also criticised design arguments because of their assumption that if we look 

at the effects (the world), we can infer the cause (God). Aquinas had claimed that this 

was possible - that, in looking at the evidence around us, we can work backwards and 

see that God must be the cause of it. But Hume attacked this reasoning, saying that 
cause and effect do not operate as simply as this. 

Having her feet tickled causes Grace to laugh. 
Grace is laughing. 

Therefore someone must be tickling her feet. 

5. Hume said that even if we can assume a creator (and he was not sure that we could), 
there is no reason to suggest that this creator is the Christian God. We have a finite and 

imperfect world; there is no need to assume that there must be an infinite, perfect God 

behind it. Hume uses the example of a pair of scales, with one end hidden from view. 
The end we can see contains a weight that we know - a kilogram, for example - and 
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we can also see that the other end outweighs it, but we have no means of knowing by 

how much. We cannot infer with any confidence that it must contain a hundred 

kilograms, or nine, or a tonne; and we certainly could not claim with any authority that 

it had an infinite weight on it. Similarly, when we look at the world, we have only the 

effect to look at - the cause is hidden from us. We do not know, looking at the world, 
whether God is clever, or good, or loving. He could have been stupid, only copying 

someone else's ideas, or he could have accidentally stumbled on this design after 

countless trials and errors. Hume explains: 

But were this world ever so perfect a production, it must still remain uncertain, 

whether all the excellences of the work can justly be ascribed to the workman. If we 
survey a ship, what an exalted idea must we form of the ingenuity of the carpenter, 
who framed so complicated, useful, and beautiful a machine? And what surprise 
must we feel, when we find him a stupid mechanic, who imitated others, and copied 
an art, which, through a long succession of ages, after multiplied trials, mistakes, 
corrections, deliberations, and controversies, had been gradually improving? Many 

worlds might have been botched and bungled, throughout an eternity, ere this system 
was struck out: much labour lost: many fruitless trials made: and a slow, but 
continued improvement carried on during infinite ages in the art of world-making. 
In such subjects, who can determine, where the truth; nay, who can conjecture where 
the probability, lies; amidst a great number of hypotheses which may be proposed, 
and a still greater number which may be imagined? 

6. There is no reason, either, to assume from looking at the world that it was made by 

just one God (we would not assume, if we found a watch, that it must have been made 

by the very same person who made the watch we were wearing). Hume argued that 

there are all sorts of other possibilities that are equally likely; the world could have 

been made by a committee or a team of gods - or even a team of demons: 

And what shadow of an argument, continued Philo, can you produce, from your 
hypothesis, to prove the unity of the Deity? A great number of men join in building a 
house or ship, in rearing a city, in framing a commonwealth: why may not several 
Deities combine in contriving and framing a world? This is only so much greater 
similarity to human affairs. By sharing the work among several, we may so much 
further limit the attributes of each, and get rid of that extensive power and 
knowledge, which must be supposed in one deity, and which, according to you, can 
only serve to weaken the proof of his existence. And if such foolish, such vicious 
creatures as man can yet often unite in framing and executing one plan; how much 
more those deities or daemons, whom we may suppose several degrees more perfect? 

When we see a machine, we do not know whether one person made it, or whether 
there was a whole team. Hume said that if we look at the world, we have no reason 
to assume that it was made by just one God. 
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7. Hume argued that the universe is unique, so we are unable to say what it is like, what 
it could have been like, or how it must have come into being, because we cannot have 

experience of any other way that things might have been. We do not know how worlds 

are usually made, or what degree of order to expect and so on; and with no other 

experience, we cannot draw any firm conclusions. 

Hume's criticisms of teleological arguments were based on reason and logic; he argued 

that you cannot make great leaps and assume that B follows from A as a proof, when 

there could be a variety of other possible explanations. 

Key point 

• Hume argued that if there is order in the world, there are plenty of different 

possibilities that could be offered to explain it. Order in the world does not 

demonstrate that it must have been put there by divine intelligence. 

John Stuart Mill's criticism of design arguments 

John Stuart Mill (1806-73) was one of the leading thinkers of the nineteenth century. 
He was known as a radical; his thinking explored theories of politics and economics as 

well as ethics, where he is particularly well known for his work on the ethical system of 

Utilitarianism. Mill was one of the first thinkers to consider the nature and scope of 

inductive reasoning, and to look at the value of conclusions which were reached on the 

basis of probability rather than hard fact. 

Mill took a different approach in his criticism of arguments from design. He did not 
address the issue of whether design arguments are logical, as Hume had done. Instead, 

Mill suggested that if we look at the world and the rules which govern it, then we see 

cruelty, violence and unnecessary suffering. In his essay 'On nature', (1874), he argued 

that if the world has been deliberately designed, then it indicates something very 
different from a loving creator God. 

Living things, including people, inflict cruelty on each other, and seem to be designed 

for that purpose. Many animals are made with special features to enable them to be 

efficient killers - they have sharp claws and teeth, or excellent eyesight or hearing to 

help them spot their prey. Some live as parasites on other creatures. Even plants often 

have features which help them to suffocate other plants in order to gain maximum light 

and nutrients. The world, if it is designed at all, is designed so that some species can 
only exist by destroying others. 

I 
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Nature seemed, to Mill, to be 
unnecessarily cruel. 

Nature itself causes suffering, through natural disasters. Volcanoes, earthquakes, bush 

fires and floods are often natural occurrences, caused as an inevitable result of the 
structure of the earth. Mill argued that if there is a God who created and designed the 
world, then it must be a God who wants his creation to be miserable - it does not make 
sense to use the world as evidence of the existence of a good God. He argued in 
'On nature' that we cannot want to worship a God who would design such a world -
if people behaved in the way God seems to have behaved, then we would think of them 
as the worst kind of criminal: 

. . . the order of nature, in so far as unmodified by man, is such as no being, whose 
attributes are justice and benevolence, would have made with the intention that his 
rational creatures should follow it as an example . . . In sober truth, nearly all the 
things which men are hanged or imprisoned for doing to one another are nature's 
every-day performances. Killing, the most criminal act recognised by human laws, 
Nature does once to every being that lives; and, in a large proportion of cases, after 
protracted tortures such as only the greatest monsters whom we read of ever 
purposely inflicted on their living fellow creatures ... 

Next to taking life (equal to it according to a high authority) is taking the means by 
which we live; and nature does this too on the largest scale and with the most callous 
indifference. A single hurricane destroys the hopes of a season; a flight of locusts, or 
an inundation, desolates a district; a trifling chemical change in an edible root 
starves a million people. The waves of the sea, like banditti, seize and appropriate the 
wealth of the rich and the little all of the poor with the same accompaniments of 
stripping, wounding, and killing as their human antitypes. Everything, in short, 
which the worst men commit either against life or property is perpetrated on a larger 
scale by natural agents. 
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Mill argued that if we look at the way 
the natural world is designed, we see 
.that it is full of pain and cruelty. !f God 
designed the world, this indicates a 
cruel God who wants creatures to 
suffer. 

Mill's argument, then, is based on the observation that the world is more than just 
imperfect - in his view, it is gratuitously cruel. He did not say that the world could not 

have been designed; his view was that if it has been deliberately designed, then it does 

not point to a perfectly good and loving designer. 

suffering-

Design arguments and Darwinism 

The work of Charles Darwin is considered by many people to have presented design 
arguments with their greatest challenge. For people such as Paley, the complex features 
of different plants and animals provided clear evidence of a divine designer. But what 

if these features had not always been there? What if there was evidence to suggest that 

they had only developed gradually, and that there had been plenty of creatures with 

poor design which had not survived? 

Darwin's famous work The Origin of Species caused a huge storm when it was first 
published, but his theory of evolution did not come completely out of the blue. Fifteen 

years before Darwin published The Origin of Species, a book called Vestiges of the 
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Natural History of Creation was published anonymously (1844), and this caused a 

great deal of excitement; the identity of the author was the subject of much society 
debate. This book suggested that there had been some kind of evolution, and that the 
existing species had ancestors which were different from themselves. The book was 

also keen to point out that God had made the early creatures, and God had made the 
laws governing their evolution. 

This anonymous book, although the subject of discussion, was not treated as a serious 

threat to design arguments, because the ideas in it were presented as hypotheses, as 
guesses, without supporting evidence. The author, a man called Robert Chambers, was 
an amateur naturalist, and scientists were quick to spot and expose the mistakes which 

he made in his reasoning. 

However, when Darwin's work was published, it was supported by a mass of collected 
evidence and examples, and was therefore considered to be far more threatening to 

orthodox Christian beliefs. Chambers' views could be dismissed as wild guesses, but 
Darwin's theory that natural selection had been the cause of the origins of the different 
species was supported with data and seemed, to many, to be convincing. Darwin's 
theory was also supported by the new science of geology. Sir Charles Lyell's work 

suggested that the world was millions of years old, not just 6,000 as suggested by the 
Bible; and geologists were beginning to find the fossilised remains of creatures which 

no longer existed. 

Darwin's theory of evolution through 
natural selection was seen as an 
important challenge to design 
arguments. 

According to Darwin's theory of evolution through natural selection, the different 
species we can see in the world today have not always existed in their present form. 

When life first began, it was in a very simple molecular form. As it reproduced itself, the 

Key term 

Natural 

selection - the 
process by which 
evolution is said 
to take place, 
through the 
survival of the 
fittest who pass 
on their genes to 
the next 
generation. 
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offspring were not identical. Those with stronger characteristics, more suitable for 
survival, lived for longer and were able to produce more offspring to continue the strong 
characteristics, while the weaker traits became extinct. Over many generations, different 
species evolved. Complexity was one of the characteristics which led to a greater chance 
of survival, and so more and more complex plants and animals were formed, with 
different characteristics to suit different habitats. Darwin's work was supported by the 
discoveries made in genetics by Gregor Mendel. 

._ .. .. .-..no,.. is even more 

intelligent as a designer than people had imagined. God did not just make the 
creatures, but he made them with the ability to evolve. What do you think of this 

Darwin did not attack design arguments explicitly, but his views are important because 
those who supported design arguments were saying that such complexity and 
suitability for purpose could only have come about by the agency of God. Darwin 
provided an alternative explanation which to many people seemed (and still seems) 
more plausible than the existence of God. 

mlf'Tl~ll"iin and the effect of 

his theories on Christian thought. As an introduction, try Religion and Science by 
Mel Thompson (Hodder Murray, 2000), pages 31-5. 

Richard Dawkins, a modern Darwinist 

Richard Dawkins is a modem supporter of Darwin, and a strong critic of design 
arguments for the existence of God. According to Dawkins, Charles Darwin was one of 
the greatest thinkers of all time, and Darwin's work, he believed, has shown that design 
arguments such as those presented by William Paley are unacceptable to the modem 
mind. Dawkins writes: 

Paley's argument is made with passionate sincerity and is informed by the best 
biological scholarship of the day, but it is wrong, gloriously and utterly wrong. Tbe 

I 
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analogy between telescope and eye, between watch and living organism, is false. All 
appearances to the contrary, the only watchmaker in nature is the blind force of 
physics, albeit deployed in a special way. A true watchmaker has foresight: he designs 
his cogs and springs, and plans their interconnections, with a future purpose in his 
mind's eye. Natural selection, the blind unconscious, automatic process which Darwin 
discovered, and which we now know is the explanation for the existence and 
apparently purposeful form of all life, has no purpose in mind. It has no mind and no 
mind's eye. It does not plan for the future. It has no vision, no foresight, no sight at all. 
If it can be said to play the role of watchmaker in nature, it is the blind watchmaker. 
(Richard Dawkins, Tbe Blind Watchmaker, Penguin, 1994) 

Richard Dawkins argues against religious belie£ because in his view religion is an excuse 

not to investigate scientifically. According to Dawkins, religious belief encourages 
people not to think. Theists assume that there are inexplicable elements to the world, and 

are satisfied with attributing the lack of any explanation to God, which discourages them 

from investigating further until they find the truth. Dawkins argues that a religious 
mentality is an obstacle to humanity. It invites people to leave the universe unexplored 

and to be satisfied with not knowing. 

Many of Dawkins' books are devoted not only to the explanation of scientific principles 

but to arguing against religious claims that there is a creating and designing God. The 

book Tbe Blind Watchmaker, the title of which immediately challenges Paley's famous 

analogy in support of the teleological argument, is subtitled: Why the Evidence of 
Evolution Reveals a Universe without Design. In this book, Dawkins argues that, as 

scientists come closer to an understanding of how everything works, there is less and less 

need for a God to explain things. Dawkins believes that the discovery of DNA by Crick 
and Watson has been a major step forward in the discrediting of religious faith. DNA can 

explain the most fundamental causes of humanity, according to Dawkins, and therefore 

there is no need for the suggestion that God created people. Dawkins' book River out of 
Eden (Phoenix Press, 1995) supports his neo-Darwinist principles of evolution, which he 

uses to present his case that a designing, creating God has been disproved by scientific 

evidence. Dawkins tries to argue that chance has been shown to be the cause of the 

development of different species for their purposes, to fit their environments - chance, 

and not God. 

Dawkins argues that the discovery of DNA 
- provides an explanation for the existence 

of humanity; there is no need to assume 
the existence of God to account for human 
life. 
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One of the points which Dawkins puts forward in River out of Eden is that there is no 
fundamental and deep distinction between living and non-living material. This is one of 

the implications of Crick and Watson's breakthrough when they uncovered the mysteries 

of DNA; it appears that there is no mysterious 'spark' which distinguishes life. Dawkins 

writes that in the final analysis: 'life is just bytes and bytes and bytes of digital information'. 

This point, then, for Dawkins, finishes the idea of religious believers that life could not 

have just come from material elements, and that there must have been a creator, a First 

Cause, at some point to 'breathe life' into the planet. 

The chapter 'Do good by stealth' in River out of Eden argues against the view that fitness 

for a purpose cannot have happened gradually. Christian 'creation scientists' often argue 

that it is wrong to suggest that the wing, for example, must have developed gradually; 

there would be no point, no use in half a wing or in an undeveloped wing that was 

ha.lfuray between limb and flying aid. But Dawkins argues, using examples such as the 

orchid which fools a wasp into pollinating it, that it is quite possible for animals and 

plants to become gradually better and better suited to their purpose, because the 

creatures with the successful genes are the ones which survive to reproduce in the 

classical Darwinian method. Those early orchids which only looked vaguely like the 

female wasp would have fooled the male wasps perhaps only some of the time, but this 

would be better than nothing, and gradually the wasp-resembling orchid could have 

evolved. 

Dawkins also argues that survival advantages conferred on some genes cannot be 

ascribed to a caring agent, and that accidents and natural disasters cannot be blamed on 

any purposeful activity by supernatural forces; nature is neither cruel nor caring but just 

indifferent. The processes of evolution cannot be ascribed feelings and purpose in this 

way. 

Dawkins makes it clear in his books that he has no time for religious faith at all. He writes: 

'It is often thought clever to say that science is no more than our modem origin myth' 

but he counters this kind of comment by saying :Airplanes built by scientific principles 

work ... airplanes built to tribal mythological specifications don't'. Science, he believes, 
has proved itself to be more than just another theory, because its principles can be put 

into practice and be shown to work, whereas beliefs about God cannot be tested at all 

and are therefore, in his view, worthless . 

• 
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Criticisms of Dawkins 

Dawkins assumes that the universe is a 'brute fact', but this is an assumption which 
cannot be proved true. If Hume were alive today to argue with Dawkins, he might 

suggest that 'brute fact' is one possibility as an explanation of the existence of the 

universe, but that there are also many other possibilities. Hume suggested, in his 
criticisms of teleological arguments, that we can only see one side of the (figurative) 

scales and that we have no way of knowing what is on the other side. His suggestion 

that there might be a God creating and designing the world, or there might be a whole 

pantheon of gods, and so on, still holds; we do not know, we can only guess. The same 

holds true for Dawkins' conclusion that the universe is a 'brute fact'. 

Even if Dawkins could show the probability of the universe and the evolution of life 

being brute fact, it would still always remain only a probability. It could only be proved 

if it could be shown that the alternatives, such as the existence of God, are impossible, 

and Dawkins has not shown this. It is an argument using inductive reasoning and, as 

such, the conclusion could be wrong. Dawkins claims that science has demonstrated 

that chance is the cause of the universe and the life within it, but this is not 

incontrovertible. Randomness is not something which can be demonstrated - it is 

impossible to prove that something has happened by chance. 

Dawkins' argument that 'airplanes built by scientific principles work' is not a sound 

argument with regard to the origins of humankind and of the universe. Aircraft can be 

tested through experiment, but the ways in which life began have to be worked out and 

guessed at through inductive reason rather than experimentation. Although evidence 

can be found to support theories such as the Big Bang, the experimental methods of 

science cannot do more than show probabilities about history. 

Ian Barbour, in Religion in an Age of Science (Harper Collins, 1990), argues that if 

Dawkins objects to religious belief setting limitations on scientific discovery, then he 

should not allow science to dictate the usefulness of religion. Another critic of Dawkins, 
Alister McGrath, points out in his book Dawkins' God (Blackwell, 2004) that the point 

of view put forward by William Paley in his teleological argument is not typical of most 

Christian thought today- Dawkins is criticising an approach that is more than 200 years 
out of date, and if Christians were to criticise the science of 200 years ago, they would 

probably be able to find fault with that too. 
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~"'*•'"'.:"C! are written in an accessible way and are useful 

as supplements for your reading. Try River out of Eden (Phoenix Press, 1995) or The 
Blind Watchmaker (Penguin, 1994) where he assesses design arguments explicitly. 

Alister McGrath presents an interesting counter-argument to Dawkins in his book 

Dawkins' God (Blackwell, 2004). 

Tennant and design arguments 

The theologian F. R. Tennant (1866-1957) was one of the first people to put forward a 

version of the design argument which included reference to and acceptance of the theory 
of evolution. According to Tennant, evolution is entirely consistent with design arguments, 
because of the way in which evolution itself seems to have a purpose. In the evolutionary 

process, creatures do not just randomly evolve this way and that, according to Tennant -

progress is being made all the time, with the appearance on earth of life forms that are ever 

more complex, ever more intelligent and have an increasing amount of moral awareness. 

In Tennant's view, as he explained in his book Philosophical Theology (1930), evolution 

has a purpose, and is both created and guided by an intelligent God: 'the multitude of 

interwoven adaptations by which the world is constituted a theatre of life, intelligence, and 

morality, cannot reasonably be regarded as an outcome of mechanism, or of blind 
formative power, or aught but purposive intelligence'. 

For Tennant, then, evidence supporting the theory of evolution was also further evidence 

of the existence of God. Tennant believed that if something is moving towards some kind 

of a goal, there must be a 'guiding hand' behind it, just as Aquinas had argued in his Fifth 

Way. Tennant saw evolution as movement, and therefore believed it to be evidence of the 
guiding hand of God. 

Tennant and the anthropic principle 

Tennant was the first to coin the phrase 'the anthropic principle'. By this, he was referring 

to the way in which the universe seems to be structured so that it was inevitable that life 
would develop. Physicists have discovered that there is a large number of 'coincidences' 

inherent in the fundamental laws of nature - and every one of these coincidences and 

• 
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specific relationships between different physical phenomena is necessary for life and for 

consciousness. If the laws of nature such as the law of gravity or the laws governing the 
balance of different gases in the atmosphere were even slightly different, human life (or 

any other form of life) could not have happened- and yet the laws of the universe are the 

way that we are, and we are here. For some people, including Tennant, the fact that we are 

here against all the odds is evidence of the existence of a God who fine-tuned the universe 

deliberately so that we could exist. 

An excellent but quite demanding book detailing these coincidences, the 

implications of them and the historical background of the anthropic principle is The 
Anthropic Cosmological Principle by John Barrow and Frank Tipler (Oxford 

Paperbacks, 1988). 

Barrow and Tipler, in their book The Anthropic Cosmological Principle, explain for 
example a point made by the physicist Paul Davies, where he pointed out that if the 

relative strengths of nuclear and electromagnetic forces were even slightly different, 

carbon atoms could not exist in nature - and there would be no human physicists to 

study them. Roger Penrose, in The Emperor's New Mind, calculates the statistical 

improbability of the fine-tuning for the existence of the universe as one in ten billion, 

multiplied by 123. 

The anthropic principle can be held in a variety of different ways: 

1. The weak anthropic principle: this just states that, given that we are here, the universe 
must have the properties and coincidences necessary for us to exist. This is useful in that 

it enables scientists to make further predictions about various aspects of the universe, but 
it gives no insight into why the universe is this way. Many people regard the weak anthropic 
principle as just a tautology (saying the same thing twice in a circular argument). 

2. The participatory anthropic principle: some, basing their views on quantum mechanics, 
which give an important role to the observer as well as to the observed, suggest that the 

universe would not exist unless there were observers to see it, which is a rather subtle 

philosophical view. However, others criticise this by saying that the universe shows 

evidence that it clearly did exist long before we were here, and also continues to exist in 

parts where we cannot observe. 

3. The strong anthropic principle: this states that it is somehow necessary for the universe 

to have these special properties and coincidence. They do not just happen to happen but 

are necessary; the universe was 'constructed' and could not have come into existence in 

Key term 
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any other way. This strong anthropic principle is used by Tennant and others to support 
modem teleological arguments - they argue that it was inevitable that human life should 

have come about, given the structure of the universe. 

There have been various criticisms of the anthropic principle: 

1. Some people think that the weak anthropic principle has no meaning at all, and that it 

is simply a tautology: 'We are here, therefore the universe is such that we are here. ' 
It does not tell us anything, it simply states the obvious. 

2. Others believe that there could be an infinite number of universes existing, if existing is 

the right word, in parallel, in different kinds of time. We happen to live in one which is 

suited to life but have no access to the others. If this is the case, then the amazing 

coincidence that everything fell into place for the existence of life remains not very 
amazing, but something that was bound to happen given infinite possibilities. 

3. Many people argue that it is illogical to argue that the universe is structured in the way 

that it is in order that human life can exist. The argument seems to give humanity a special 

status which is unwarranted (the word 'anthropic' comes from the Greek anthropos, 

meaning 'human being'). If the universe were structured differently, dung beetles would 

not be here either, so the argument could equally well be made that the universe is 

designed for the existence of dung beetles - or even, that the universe is designed for the 
existence of cancer. 

4. It might be highly unlikely that the structure of the universe allows for our existence, but 

everything that ever happens is highly unlikely, when considered alongside all the other 

possibilities of what might have happened instead. Think of the odds stacked against you 

being here reading this page. Of all the different people your parents might have met, they 

happened to meet each other; of all the numerous sperm and eggs that could have 

combined, it happened that you were conceived. Of all the different life choices you could 

have made, you have chosen to study this subject and so on. For many people, this does 
not prove the existence of God but is simply the random effect of chance. 
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When you throw die~ whatever score you 
achiev~ the odds were against that 
particular outcome. Does this show a 
supernatural intelligence at work, making 
something happen against the odds? Or is it 
.Just the case that the dice had to fall some 
way or another, and they have fallen this way 
by chance? 
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Tennant's aesthetic design argument 

Tennant also argued for the existence of an intelligent God who designed the universe, 
on the basis of the beauty of the world. Beauty, he argued, is not necessary for survival 

-it cannot be 'explained away' by Darwinist ideas- it is what he calls 'a biologically 

superfluous accompaniment of the cosmic process'. Nevertheless, the natural world is 

full of beauty, on a scale which humans can never copy, however hard they try. Tennant 

argued that when people try to make something beautiful, the best that they can 

manage is never as good as the beauty which appears everywhere in the natural world. 

Tennant argued that the beauty of the 
natural world cannot be explained by 

science. He thought the best 
explanation of beauty is that God 
made it, for his own enjoyment and for 
ours. 

For Tennant, the beauty of the natural world provides evidence for the existence of 

God, because there is no scientific explanation to account for beauty. Beauty does not 

perform a utilitarian function, so there is no reason for there to be so much of it in the 
world, Tennant argues, unless it is put there by God, for the purposes of human 

enjoyment and for God himself to enjoy when he looks at his creation. 

Of course, not everyone would agree that the beauty of the world points to the 

existence of God. Some argue that beauty is not an absolute quality but is a matter of 
opinion, so that beauty does not 'exist' in the sense that Plato's Form of Beauty might 

be said to exist but is a value-judgement. 
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• He argued for divine design on the basis of the anthropic principle. 
• He also argued that the beauty of the natural world is best explained if we accept 

the existence of God. 

Swinburne's design argument 

Richard Swinbume is a modern Christian philosopher of religion who supports 

teleological (and other) arguments for the existence of God. He believes that scientific 

discoveries provide good grounds for belief in God. In his book, Is Ihere a God?, he 

argues that we need an explanation for the fact that the fundamental laws of nature 

operate with such regularity: 

... not merely are there enormous numbers if things, but they all behave in exactly 
the same way. Ihe same laws of nature govern the most distant galaxies we can 

observe through our telescopes as operate on earth, and the same laws govern the 
earliest events in time to which we can infer as operate today. Or, as I prifer to put it, 
every ol!fect, however distant in time and space from ourselves, has the same powers 
and the same liabilities to exercise those powers as do the electrons and protons from 
which our own bodies are made. !f there is no cause if this, it would be a most 
extraordinary coincidence - too extraordinary for any rational person to believe. 

(Is Ihere a God?) 

For Swinburne, it stretches our credibility if we are asked to believe that the regularity 

of the laws of physics is just a coincidence. In his view, it is far simpler and more rational 

to conclude that these laws must exist because of a divine intelligence. Swinbume is 

impressed not only by the laws of physics themselves, but by the fact that these laws are 

easy to observe by humans. These laws, he argues, have important consequences for 
us. We can observe that seeds grow when they are planted and nurtured, and we can 

use this observation to grow our own food. We can observe that objects fall when 
dropped, and we can use this knowledge to avoid accidents. Swinbume says that this 

availability of scientific knowledge shows that God does not only exist but also cares for 

us: God gives us the freedom to make choices for ourselves and for other people. He 

also gives us the freedom to decide how much knowledge we want to have, and gives 
us the ability to make advances in science and technology. 

• 
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Swinburne believes that Paley's argument is sound, in spite of the various criticisms 

made of it. He writes: 

Paley's book is devoted to showing how well built in all their intricate detail are 
animals and humans, and so to concluding that they must have had God as their 
maker. The analogy of animals to complex machines seems to me correct, and its 
conclusion justified. (Is There a God?) 

in many of his 

writings, for example in his books Is There a God? (Oxford University Press, 1996) 

and The Existence of God (Clarendon Press 2004) . 

Swinburne also argues in favour of Tennant's view that the beauty of the natural world 

is evidence of the existence of God. 

The main force of Swinburne's argument is that it is good scientific practice to look for 

the most simple explanation when trying to solve a problem. In his view, alternative 

explanations offered for the order of the universe are more complicated than belief in 

God. Although other possibilities have been given, these often depend on us accepting 

the occurrence of very unlikely coincidences, which, he believes, require just as much 

of a 'leap of faith' as belief in God requires. 

There is a wide variety of material available to read about arguments for the 

existence of God - some are more difficult than others. The following books are 

suggested as accessible: 

Philosophy of Religion by Peter Cole (Hodder Arnold, 1999) 

Philosophy of Religion by Brian Davies (Oxford University Press, 2003) 

Philosophy of Religion: Thinking about Faith by C. Stephen Evans (lntervarsity 

Press, 1985) 
Teach Yourself Philosophy of Religion by Mel Thompson (Teach Yourself, 2003) 

The Puzzle of God by Peter Vardy (Fount, 1999) 
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One of the most important books in the philosophy of science is Thomas Kuhn's The 

Structure of Scientific Revolutions (University of Chicago Press, 1962). In this book, 

Kuhn considers the way in which progress is made in science, and concludes that it is 

not just a long process of adding new information to what we already know, filling in 
the gaps and clarifying ideas. Instead, he wrote of what he called 'paradigm shifts', in 

which new discoveries and unexpected results in experiments force scientists to 

abandon their old ways of thinking and start seeing the world in a new way. Sometimes, 

when scientists try to add the new knowledge on to their current systems, they end up 

with unwieldy theories which simply do not work. The current system has to be 

abandoned and replaced with a new one. Kuhn, then, saw scientific progress in terms 
not of a smooth climb but a series of leaps, which sometimes involve retracing one's 

steps and starting again in a new place with a new paradigm. 

The rise of quantum physics is probably the most startling example of such a paradigm 

shift. Newtonian physics dominated science for about two centuries, with its proposal 
that there are universal and predictable laws of nature governing the physical world -

laws which can be known, which are available to objective experimental testing by 

anyone, and which provide a solid basis from which to develop other laws and from 
which to predict what will happen in the future. Newtonian physics seemed, to many 

people, to fit in well with religious views about the creation of the universe; God 

designed and created an orderly world and gave it tidy and predictable laws through 

which to operate. The chain of cause and effect could be clearly seen at work, and the 
conclusion that God was the first cause could be drawn. 

The work of Albert Einstein in the twentieth century, however, began to present a 
challenge to Newtonian physics. Using a combination of Newton's laws of gravity and 

Maxwell's work on light and electromagnetism, Einstein proposed his Special Theory 
of Relativity, followed by his General Theory of Relativity. These came to replace 

Newton's laws of gravity. What Einstein had shown was that there is a relation between 

the 'laws' of the physical world and the person observing them. Time, he showed, is 

relative; it depends on the speed at which the observer is moving, where the closer the 

observer gets to the speed of light, the slower time passes. Time and space are not 

'fixed' but are relative, a frame of reference for the observer to use to make sense of the 

universe rather than things that have an independent existence of their own. Stephen 

Hawking illustrated this idea with the example of people playing table-tennis on a fast
moving train. To the people at the table-tennis table, the ball appears to be moving 
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backwards and forwards across the net, going at about the same speed each way (if the 

players are roughly equally talented); however, to an observer, standing outside the 
train and watching the people play as they whiz past, the ball is going at a different 

speed entirely. Someone in outer space, taking into account the speed at which the 

earth is rotating along with the speed of the train and the speed of the ball, will observe 
something different again. What is the 'actual' speed of the ball? There is no definitive 

speed - it moves through time and space relative to the people who are observing it. 

Einstein's Theories of Special and General Relativity 
prepared the ground for quantum physics. 

This relation between the observer and the observation is important for religion, 

because it challenges the view that science is based on 'objective fact' whereas religion 

is based on 'subjective feelings'. Science, too, depends on subjectivity. The place at 

which the observer is standing, whether a literal place or a figurative place, affects the 

outcome of what is seen and how it is interpreted, and there may not be just the one 
'right answer'. 

Einstein was not a fan of quantum theory, but his work did a great deal to prepare the 

way for it, by sweeping away notions that every scientific theory has to fit in with 

Newtonian laws. He wrote of the 'free invention' that scientists have to use when their 

previously held beliefs reach dead ends. Einstein did not mean that scientists have to 

fly in the face of the evidence and make things up to support their views, but he meant 

that they have to use their wildest imaginations and make leaps of faith in the hope that 
they will hit on something that ties everything together. These leaps of faith, in the end, 

have to be consistent with the results of experiments and observations, but 

nevertheless there is a point at which extravagant 'what-ifs' need to be taken seriously 

and explored, however outlandish they might sound. 

Theories of relativity worked with the physical universe on a massive scale; quantum 

physics, which works at the other end of the spectrum at the subatomic level, is usually 
considered to have begun around 1900 with the work of Max Planck, in which he 

discovered that everything has a certain minimum amount ('quantum') beyond which 

it could not get any smaller. He worked out that radiation is both given out and 
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absorbed in 'packets', and that the energy content of these packets works in proportion 

to the frequency of the radiation; he used this to suggest that light sometimes behaved 

as if it was a particle. Planck's theory, which became known as 'Planck's constant', was 

not popular at first because it challenged the view that energy flows in a steady 

continuum. Even Planck himself was initially unwilling to accept it. 

The similarities between the solar system with planets orbiting the sun, and an atom 

with protons and electrons orbiting a nucleus, had led physicists to believe that similar 

laws governed both. They expected that the gravitational forces which operated on a 

massive scale might also be found on the minute scale. However, this proved not to be 

the case. 

Light as a wave and a particle 

Quantum theory arose because scientists were struggling to understand the nature of 

light. At times it seemed to exhibit the characteristics of a wave, spread out in space, 

carrying energy but having no mass as it moves, like the ripples on the surface of a 

pond. But, at other times, it seemed to have the characteristics of a particle, like a tiny 

bullet, transporting both energy and mass. How were physicists to understand it? This 

difficulty was unresolved for the first part of the twentieth century. Louis de Broglie 

made a breakthrough in 1924 when he suggested that perhaps light might operate as 

both a wave and a particle. 

This dual wave-particle theory was also shown to be applicable to subatomic particles. 

Niels Bohr (1885-1962) studied the nature of electrons and found that they were far 

less predictable than had been imagined. It seems that electrons can exist in different 

places at different points in time, but that it is impossible to predict where the electron 

will be at any given time. It can be at one point one moment, and then at another point 

in another moment, although without moving. It can even be in more than one place 

at a time, according to a theory called the superposition principle. Even if it is possible 

to pinpoint the electron, there seems to be no way of predicting where it will go next. 

All ideas about A causing B seem to be meaningless. The closest scientists can get to 

any kind of prediction of the behaviour of electrons is that they can give probabilities 

for them being in particular places at particular times. It is rather like playing dice, 

where there is a probability of one in six that you will throw a three, and if you threw 

the dice a lot of times, you would probably get a three about a sixth of the time - but 

for each throw, there is no way of predicting what number that particular turn will give 

you. Einstein found this absence of laws and patterns difficult to accept, stating firmly 

his belief that 'God does not play dice'. Although Einstein did not accept religious belief 

in any mainstream sense, he did have a belief that the world was ordered, and quantum 
theory challenged this. 

I 
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Quantum theory and uncertainty 

Heisenberg's uncertainty principle was formed as a result of observing the strange and 
unpredictable behaviour of particles at quantum level. This principle claims that it is 

impossible to know simultaneously both the position and the acceleration of a particle. 

There has been debate about this uncertainty principle; most physicists accept the view 

that subatomic particles are by nature indeterminable, where there simply are no 

predictable laws governing their behaviour. Another less popular view is that there 

might be physical laws at work, affected by different variables, but we do not know what 

they are and it will always be impossible for scientists to work them out. 

Quantum theory also suggested other properties of particles which were at odds with 

pre-existing science. They could decay into energy or into other particles, or even 
merge and form new particles in an apparently random way. 

A further problem arising from quantum theory is that it is proving difficult for 

physicists to reconcile it with the General Theory of Relativity. Scientists hope one day 
to be able to arrive at a Grand Unified Theory of everything, which works at the 

quantum level and also works in macroscopic terms, but so far there have been 

problems matching the two together. It is as though different physicists have been 

working on the same jigsaw puzzle and have each completed half of it, but now the two 
halves are proving difficult to link together. 

Quantum theory and religious belief 

The ideas of quantum physics are significant for religious belief on a number of levels, 
One consequence of quantum theory is that it appears to call into question some of the 

grounds on which arguments for the existence of God are based. For example, the 

cosmological argument is based on the premise that nothing (except God) can cause 

itself: so that, for every effect we see, there must be a cause behind it, and this whole 
chain of cause and effect requires an explanation, which is God. However, in the 

quantum world, it would appear that there are particles which can cause themselves -
which just appear, in a random way, for no apparent reason. Teleological arguments, 

too, are based on the premise that in the universe, wherever we look we can see order 

and purpose. Yet in the quantum world, there seems to be chaos and uncertainty. 
Arguments which depend on our acceptance that everything has a cause, or that the 

world is fundamentally ordered, are undermined. 
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Some thinkers, however, have argued that quantum theory supports religious belief 
more than it challenges it. The need for a suspension of logic and reason seems to have 
similarities with a mystical approach to the world, where, in order to gain knowledge, 

rationality has to be put to one side. Some have compared a quantum world view with 

the thinking of Eastern mystics, in which the apparently different elements that make 

up the world available to everyday sense experience have an underlying unity. Fritjof 

Capra, in his book Tbe Tao of Physics (Shambhala Publications, 1975), argues that there 
are many similarities between Eastern religious thought and quantum physics. In 

Eastern thought, everything in the end is connected, and the differences between one 

person and another, between one species and another, and between different elements 

of the natural world are all illusory. Ultimate reality cannot be described, but it connects 
all phenomena. The sense that we have of distinctiveness and of separateness is only 

superficial. The precise way in which everything is related is unknowable, just as the 

relation between electrons is unknowable. This kind of Eastern mysticism, found in the 

Hindu Upanishads and in Buddhist scriptures, teaches that true wisdom involves 

letting go of all sense of ego, and recognising the essential divinity that links everything 

in the universe. This 'seeing things as they really are' brings a sense of peace and 
enriched compassion for the rest of the world. 

The difficulties of expressing quantum ideas in ordinary language have also been 

compared with the difficulties of religious language. In both cases, the language that 

we use every day to express our relationship with the ordinary world around us 

becomes inadequate. Believers lack the words to describe God, because God is totally 

other, and the qualities of God are on a completely different scale from human 

qualities. In the same way, when talking of the quantum world, we lack the vocabulary 

to describe it, and have to resort to analogy and models, all the while needing to be 

aware that the language we use is in danger of over-simplifying and misleading 
(see pages 201-4). 

John Polkinghorne, in his book Quantum Physics and Theology: An Unexpected 
Kinship (SPCK, 2007), describes what he calls a 'cousinly relationship' between 

quantum physics and Christian belief He identifies five key points of similarity in the 

searches for understanding made by physicists and Christian theologians: 

1. There are 'moments of enforced radical revision'. In both cases, those engaged in 
investigation are forced to stop and rethink their previously held beliefs. Physicists had 

to rethink their Newtonian ideas; Christians had to rethink their expectations of a 
Messiah after Jesus was crucified. 

2. There is 'a period of unresolved confusion'. In physics, this confusion came when 

the paradox of light as a wave and a particle could not be resolved with reference to 
Newtonian laws. In Christianity, there was confusion in understanding how Jesus could 
be both human and divine. 
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3. There is 'new synthesis and understanding'. In quantum physics, during the years 

1925 and 1926 a series of breakthroughs was made by scientists working together, and 

some of these just had to be accepted with something akin to faith, as they ran counter 

to intuition. It also had to be accepted that some questions raised were simply a 

mystery. In Christianity, the parallel Polkinghorne found was in the doctrine of the 

Trinity, and with the adoption of the via negativa as a way of talking about God 

(see pages 196-9) in recognition that the nature of God is always going to be 

mysterious. 

4. In both physics and Christian theology, there is 'continued wrestling with unsolved 

problems'. The physicist cannot explain how the electron can be both 'here' and 'there' 

at the same time; the Christian cannot explain how Christ can be both God and man 
simultaneously. Both the physicist and the theologian continue in their search for truth. 

5. Finally there are 'deeper implications' for both quantum physics and Christian belief. 

If what they are saying is true, it leads to further insights and further questions. 

In his book, Polkinghome stresses that the disciplines of both physics and theology 
involve a genuine and rigorous search for deep truths about the nature of the universe. 

Not everyone would agree, however, with the views of Capra and Polkinghorne. Some 

might argue that, although both quantum physics and theology involve the unknown 

and require leaps of faith, it does not follow that the same degree of truth underlies 

both. 

Practice exam question 

(a) Explain how design arguments support their conclusion that God exists. 

For this answer, you need to select the key features of design arguments and show how 

the argument is constructed. You could use key terms such as 'premise', 'inductive 
reasoning' and 'analogy'. For high marks, make reference to the arguments of 

particular thinkers such as Paley and Tennant to illustrate your answer. 

(b) To what extent are design arguments convincing? 

In this part of the question, you need to present a coherent and reasoned argument, 

showing your evaluative skill by assessing different points of view. Rather than simply 

presenting opinions on either side of the argument, you should make critical comment 
about them, saying whether you think they are strong or weak, so that when your reach 

your conclusion, you have supported it well. 



Key terms 

Ontological -
to do with 

existence. 

Ontology is the branch of philosophy that explores the whole concept of existence. It 

is important to recognise that there are different kinds of existence. For example, you 

and I exist in a physical sense- we take up space, we can be seen and heard and 

presented as Exhibit A - but prime numbers exist in a different sense, in the realm of 

mathematical concepts, even though they are not available to the senses and have no 

physical properties. Forgiveness, boredom and jealousy exist, but in a different sense 

again. Sometimes scientists have to assume that something exists in reality in the 

physical world, even if they have never come across an example of it, because a 
combination of factors indicates that there must be X, even if we have not found it yet, 

in order to explain other things. Discoveries on the fringes of physics, for example, 

often work on assumptions that some things exist even before we have any real 
evidence of them. 

The field of ontology, then, explores what it means for something to exist. 

The ontological argument for the existence of God is an a priori argument, working 

from first principles and definitions in an attempt to demonstrate the existence of God. 

It is also a deductive argument, using logic rather than depending on the evidence of 

sense experience. In this way, then, the ontological argument is different from other 
attempts to argue for the existence of God. 

According to the ontological argument, almost everything which exists does so in a 
contingent way; it depends upon other factors. We, as individuals, are contingent 

beings, because we would not exist if our parents had not existed before us, and we 

would not continue to exist if we had no food or water or oxygen. Everything else 

(apart from God) exists contingently too. It exists because of other circumstances, and 
under some conditions it would cease to exist. 

Ibis pencil has contingent existence. 
Ibere was a time when it did not exist; 
there are things that could happen to 
stop it from existing. 
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to keep it 

Think about some other things which exist, and ask yourself the same questions 
of them. 

Can you think of anything, apart from God, which exists but which does not 
depend on anything else for its existence? 

God, however, it is argued by religious believers, is necessary rather than 

contingent. God is not a 'thing'; God has not come about because of anything; there 

was no time when God did not exist, and there is nothing that could happen which 

would cause God to cease to exist. 

When Paul Tillich argued that God does not 'exist' in the way that the things in the 

universe exist, he was making the same point. God's existence is different from the 
existence of anything else. 

is different 

from ours, because we are co:tttingefit has necessary 

existence. In this way, the ontological argument has close similarities with 
design arguments and cosmological arguments, because each depends on the 

idea that the existence of God is different from any other kind of existence. 

Anselm and the ontological argument 

St Anselm (1033-1109) was an Archbishop of Canterbury and a Benedictine monk. 

He produced the ontological argument from the perspective of 'faith seeking 

understanding' rather than in an attempt to convert unbelievers, although the 

argument is phrased in such a way that it presents a challenge to the atheist and the 

theist alike. 

, I 
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Anselm believed that faith was more 
important than reasoned argument. 
He presented his ontological argument 

as faith seeking understanding'. 

Anselm set out his argument in his book Proslogion. It is usually agreed that Anselm 

gives his argument in two different forms, although some people believe that it is all 

part of the same train of thought. In the first form, Anselm starts by defining God as 

'that than which nothing greater can be thought'. We all, he argued, would agree that 

this is what we mean by God (whether we actually believe in him or not). God is 
understood to be the highest sum of all perfections, where absolutely nothing could 

ever surpass God in any way. 

Anselm argued that if we have an idea of a God who is perfect in every way, where 

nothing could possibly be greater, then this God must exist in reality- because a God 
who just exists in our heads, as something we imagined to be great but did not 

actually exist, would be inferior to a real God - and we have already agreed that God 

cannot be inferior to anything in any way. So God must exist, in order to meet our 

definition of 'that than which nothing greater can be thought'. 

Supporters of Anselm use analogies to make their point. What would be greater, they 
say - a huge heap of cash that exists in your imagination only, or that same heap of 

cash on your kitchen table? Which would you prefer - the daydream of a beautiful 

summer day on a beach of soft sand with sparkling blue shark-free waters, or being 

at that same scene in reality? Existing in reality, they say, is far better than only existing 
as an idea. 
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It could be argued, of course, that there are some things which we would prefer not 

to exist: we might think, for example, that the best possible kind of boy band is one 

which does not exist at all in reality. However, these are always things which (in our 

opinions) are bad or undesirable things, whereas, for Anselm, God's goodness is an 

aspect of his greatness. In Anselm's understanding of God, no-one could seriously 

argue that a non-existent God would surpass an existent God in greatness. 

1. Anselm's first form of the ontological argument, in summary, follows the line of 

argument that: 

God is that than which nothing greater can be thought. 

A real, existent being would be greater than an imaginary, illusory being. 

Therefore, the concept of God is surpassed by an actual, existent God. 

2. In the second form of his argument, which is closely linked to the first, Anselm 

argued that it was impossible for God not to exist. The argument goes like this: 

God is that than which nothing greater can be thought. 

Contingent beings (those which come in and out of existence, and which depend on 

other things for their existence) are inferior to beings with necessary existence 

(which are eternal and depend on nothing else for their existence, and of which the 

only example is God). 

Because God is unsurpassable in every way, God must have necessary existence. 

Therefore God exists - necessarily. 

Here, Anselm argued that God must exist, because a necessary being cannot fail to 

exist- only contingent beings do that. Necessary existence is, in Anselm's view, part 

of the whole definition of God. It made no sense to Anselm to talk of a God who does 

not exist, because then he would not be God. 



Understanding Philosophy of Religion 

For Anselm, then, the existence of God is not something which needs to be 

demonstrated by referring to evidence. It is something which we can know simply by 
considering the concept of 'God', and working out what this means. 

Analytic and synthetic propositions 

In order fully to understand the ontological argument, it is necessary to draw a 
distinction between two different kinds of proposition (a proposition is a statement 

which 'proposes' something, or says that such-and-such is the case). 

One kind of proposition is the analytic proposition, which is true by definition: the 

usual example given is 'bachelors are unmarried men'. There is nothing we need to 

do to test this proposition - it can be arrived at through deduction. As long as we 

know what a bachelor is, then we can accept that he is an unmarried man, because 

the concept of being a bachelor includes the concepts of being unmarried and being 

male. If he were married, or not a man, then the word 'bachelor' would not apply. 
Anselm, in his ontological argument, was claiming that the statement 'God exists' is 

analytic - in other words, that the concept of God includes the concept of existence, 
and without existence, the term 'God' would not apply. 

The other kind of proposition is a synthetic proposition, one which adds 

something to our understanding, beyond the definition of the word, and we need 

more than just deduction to know whether or not it is true - we also need 
experience. So, for example, 'The corner shop sells newspapers' is a synthetic 

proposition, as the concept of a corner shop does not include the concept of selling 

newspapers. It might be a florist or a butcher shop - you would have to go to the 

shop and see if they had any newspapers and if they were prepared to let you buy 
one, if you wanted to know the truth of the proposition. 

Key point 

• Anselm held that 'God exists' is an analytic a priori statement. The concept of 
existence is part of the concept of God, he argued. 

Anselm made reference to Psalm 53: 1: 

The fool says in his heart, 
'There is no God. ' 
They are corrupt, and their ways are vile; 
there is no-one who does good. 

I 
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He found it difficult to understand how anyone could have the concept of God as 

'that than which nothing can be conceived' without also realising that God must 

exist. As soon as someone understands what God is, then God's existence is surely 
obvious. Anselm asked: 

Why, then, did the fool say in his heart 'God is not', since it is so obvious to the 
rational mind that you exist supremely above all things? Why, because he is a dim
witted fool ... How was the fool able to 'say in his heart' what he was unable to 
conceive? (Classical and Contemporary Readings in the Philosophy of Religion, ed. 
John Hick, Prentice Hall, 1990) 

Gaunilo's criticisms of Anselm 

Gaunilo was a French monk who was a contemporary of Anselm, and he was the first 
to raise objections to Anselm's idea that God exists by definition. Gaunilo, then, like 
Anselm was a Christian, but he believed that Anselm's argument was not logical and 
therefore needed to be refuted. 

Gaunilo claimed that the flaws in Anselm's logic would be made obvious if we go 
through the argument again, replacing the idea of God with the idea of an island. In 

his writings On Behalf of the Fool, he explained that we could imagine the most 

excellent Lost Island; we understand the implications of the phrase 'the 
most excellent island' and therefore this notion exists as a concept in our 

understanding. We might then, using Anselm's logic, go on to say that for such an 

island to exist in our minds means that this is inferior to the same island existing in 

reality. If our island is truly the most excellent, it cannot have the inferiority that 

comes from it being a concept only - it must therefore exist in reality. But clearly, 

there is no such island in reality. We cannot bring something into existence just by 

defining it as superlative. 

Gaunilo argued that if we replace 
'God' with 'island' in Anselm's 
argument, we can see how the 
argument falls down. 
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Gaunilo writes: 

When someone tells me there is such an island, I easily understand what is being 
said, for there is nothing difficult here. Suppose, however, he then goes on to say: 
you cannot doubt that this island, more excellent than all lands, actually exists 
somewhere in reality ... I would think he were joking; or if I accepted the argument, 
I do not know whom I would regard as the greater fool, me for accepting it or him 

for supposing that he had proved the existence of this island with any kind of 
certainty. (Classical and Contemporary Readings in the Philosophy of Religion, ed. 

John Hick, Prentice Hall, 1990) 

Anselm was impressed with Gaunilo's argument, and included it in later versions of 

his own book, along with his reply. Anselm argued that, although Gaunilo was right 

in the case of an island, the same objections did not work when the ontological 
argument was used of God, because an island has contingent existence, whereas 

God's existence is necessary. The argument works only when applied to God, 

because of the uniqueness of God and the unique way in which he exists -which was 

part of the whole point of the ontological argument. 

Aquinas' criticisms of Anselm 

Thomas Aquinas (1225-74) also argued against Anselm, even though he was firmly 

convinced of the existence of God himself One of his points was that God's existence 

cannot be regarded as self-evident. He said that if we take, in contrast, such a statement 

as 'Truth does not exist', then we can see it is a nonsensical statement, because no-one 

can accept the truth of 'truth does not exist' unless truth actually does exist after all. It 

is impossible to have a mental concept of the non-existence of truth because it is a 

contradiction in terms. It is not, however, impossible to have a mental concept of the 
non-existence of God, because people quite clearly manage it, including the fool who 
says in his heart 'There is no God'. If we can imagine a state of godlessness, then it 

cannot be a contradiction in terms, despite Anselm's claim. 

Aquinas also questioned whether everyone would accept Anselm's definition of God 

as 'that than which nothing greater can be thought'. Aquinas believed that although 

we can approach an understanding and awareness of God, God will always remain 

unknowable to the finite human mind. He also raised doubts about whether this 
concept, even if universally shared, could indicate that such a being existed in reality: 

Perhaps not everyone who hears the name 'God' understands it to signify something 
than which nothing greater can be thought, seeing that some have believed God to 
be a body. Tht, granted that everyone understands that by this name 'God' is 

• 
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signified something than which nothing greater can be thought, nevertheless, it does 

not therefore follow that he understands that what the name signifies exists 

actually, but only that it exists mentally. (Basic Wri~ings of Thomas Aquinas, ed. 

Anton Pegis, Random House, 1945) 

Aquinas argued that there had to be more than just a definition in order to show the 

existence of God; it was necessary to provide firm evidenc~ rather than just argument, 
I 

and this evidence was, he hoped, explained in his Five Ways (see pages 16-20). 

Descartes' version of the ontological argument 

Although Aquinas had argued that one reason the ontological argument does not 

work is that we do not know what God is, Rene Descartes (1596-1650) disagreed. 

Descartes was a very influential mathematician, philosopher and scientist, who 

reformulated the ontological argument in his work Meditations. 

Descartes, like Anselm and Plato before him, believed that people were born with 

innate ideas - in other words, that there are some concepts which are imprinted on 

our minds from birth and which are universally shared by all of humanity. (This is an 

idea that has been revisited by psychologists such as Jung, see pages 60-5). Descartes 

thought that we understand such concepts as equality, cause, shape and number 

from birth; and he also believed that we are born with an understanding of what God 

is. We understand God to be the supremely perfect being, with all the perfections as 

his attributes. By 'perfections', Descartes meant the traditional attributes of God such 

as omniscience, omnipotence and omnibenevolence. 

Descartes explained his understanding of how this innate idea demonstrated the 

existence of God, by using the analogy of a triangle and also the analogy of a 

mountain. Descartes claimed that existence is part of the essence of God, just as three 

angles adding up to 180 degrees are part of the essence of a triangle, and a valley is 

part of the essence of a mountain: 

Existence can no more be separated from the essence of God than can its having 

three angles equal to two right angles be separated from the essence of a triangle, 
or the idea of a mountain from the idea of a valley . . . (Descartes, Meditations V, 

trans. E. S. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross, Cambridge University Press, 1911) 

Descartes recognised that the analogies have their limitations. While we might not be 

able to think of a mountain without also thinking of a valley, this does not mean that 

the mountain-and-valley combination in our imaginations actually exist in the real 

world. God, however, in Descartes' view, is different, because his nature involves not 
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angles or valleys but perfections - and, for Descartes, existence is a perfection. 

Because God has all the perfections, and existence is a perfection, God therefore 
exists. Descartes goes on to say that as God is perfect, he must be unchanging, and 

so he must always have existed and will always continue to exist for eternity. 

Descartes argued that just as three angles are an 
essential part of triangularity, so existence is an 
essential aspect of God. 

Kant's critique of ontological arguments 

Many thinkers believe that Kant's criticism of ontological arguments for the existence 
of God finally demolished such arguments. Kant argued that 'existence is not a 

predicate'; in other words, existence is not a characteristic or an attribute of 

something. Predicates of something describe what that thing is like - it might be 

green, tall, round or sharp. But 'existence', Kant argued, is not the same as a 

predicate, it does not tell us anything about the object that would help us to identify 

it in any way. When we say that something 'exists', we are not saying that it has this 
or that quality or characteristic. What we are saying instead is that this concept, with 

all its characteristics, has been 'actualised' - that there is at least one example of 

something with these characteristics in real life. 

Kant's point, when applied to ontological arguments, is that when we are thinking of 

God, whether it is as Anselm's 'that than which nothing greater can be conceived' or 

Descartes' sum of all the perfections, we are thinking of a concept. Whether or not 

that concept is actualised is an issue, but not an issue that can be resolved simply by 

adding 'existence' to the different predicates we are ascribing to our concept. We can 

predicate of a triangle that it has three sides, and that its angles add up to 180 
degrees, but we would have to investigate to find out whether the triangle we are 

picturing in our minds has been actualised. We can predicate of a unicorn that it is 

like a horse and has a single straight horn in the middle of its forehead, but adding 
'exists' to our description will not make any difference to whether or not the concept 

'unicorn' is actualised so that we could go and find one. 

It could be argued, of course, in response to Kant, that God's existence is different 

from the existence of anything else, because other things exist contingently whereas 

God exists necessarily. Perhaps necessary existence is a predicate - but it can only be 
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predicated of God. This argument, however, is unlikely to impress the sceptic, who 

may respond by saying that this makes the ontological argument circular: we have to 

accept that God exists necessarily, in order to come to the conclusion that God exists 

necessarily. 

Although many believe that Kant's criticisms of the ontological argument are fatal to 

it, nevertheless the argument has been revived in the twentieth and twenty-frrst 

centuries. 

Norman Malcolm (1911-90) accepted that Kant was right to say that existence is not 

a predicate. However, Malcolm believed that the idea of God's necessary existence, 

from the second formulation of Anselm's argument, could still be used to provide a 

successful ontological argument. Malcolm argued that, in order to be God, God must 
have necessary existence; he could not come into existence if he did not exist already, 
and he could not stop existing if he already exists. If God exists at all, then he exists 

in this eternal, necessary way. Malcolm's argument takes the following steps: 

1. If God does not exist today, then he never can and never will - his existence must 

be impossible. 

2. If God does exist, then he must exist necessarily. 

3. God's existence is therefore either impossible or necessary. 

4. God's existence is not impossible. It is not logically contradictory to have the 

concept of a God who exists - it is an idea that we can entertain without any logical 

absurdity. 

5. Therefore, given that God's existence is not impossible, it must be necessary- so 
God exists necessarily. 

Malcolm's argument has not been generally accepted. One objection made is that 

there can be things that do not exist, without their existence being impossible. It 

might be illogical to say that 'sometimes there is a God, and sometimes there isn't' 

(if we accept that, a God would have to be eternal), but it is not illogical to say 'maybe 
there is a God, and maybe there isn't'. Malcolm's argument, like other versions of the 

ontological argument, rests on our acceptance that God's existence is not the same 

as other kinds of existence. 
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Malcolm did concede that his argument would not convince atheists, but felt that it 

was nevertheless worthwhile because the believer would understand completely the 
necessity of God's existence, and therefore the truth of 'God exists' would make 

perfect sense for the theist. However, this seems to reduce the ontological argument 

to the point where it is saying no more than that God is true for those who believe 

in God - and many theists would want to claim that God exists in reality, whether we 

believe in him or not. 

Alvin Plantinga's ontological argument uses something called 'modal logic', in which 

he employs the concept of 'possible worlds'. In modal logic, philosophers consider 

not just what exists and occurs in the world we have, but also what could exist or 

could occur in a possible world out of an infinite number of possibilities. They use 

these ideas to try to make sense of what is self-contradictory; possible or necessary in 

this actual world that we live in. 

In his work The Nature of Necessity (Clarendon Press, 1974), Plantinga proposes an 
ontological argument for the existence of God. He writes of a being of 'maximal 

greatness', by which he means a being with all the perfections described by Descartes 

and which would fit Anselm's description of 'that than which nothing greater can be 

conceived'. Such a being would have to exist necessarily, rather than contingently, 

because a contingent being depends on other factors for its existence and so would 

not be maximally great, whereas a necessary being exists and can continue to exist 
independently. 

Alvin Plantinga argued that the 
ontological arguments still have value if 
we consider them in the context of 
'possible worlds'. 
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Plantinga argues that the maximally great being's existence in a possible world is 

either necessary or impossible - those are the only two choices. The maximally great 

being's existence is only impossible if it is self-contradictory, in other words if there 

is something about the concept of a maximally great being that makes it illogical and 

incoherent as a concept. The maximally great being's existence is not impossible in 

an infinite number of possible worlds, and therefore it is necessary in all worlds, 
including ours. 

Plantinga's argument, like Malcolm's, has its flaws. Perhaps the major flaw is that if 

the argument is turned on its head, and the concept of 'no maximality' is considered, 

then Plantinga's logic could be used to demonstrate that God does not exist in any 

possible world. 
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Philosophy of Religion by Peter Cole (Hodder Murray, 1999) 

Philosophy of Religion by Brian Davies (Oxford University Press, 1993) 

Philosophy of Religion: Thinking About Faith by C. Stephen Evans (Intervarsity 

Press, 1985) 
Tbe Question of God by Michael Palmer (Routledge, 2001) is very thorough and 

explores the arguments for the existence of God in a depth that goes beyond A level. 

Practice exam question 

(a) Explain Anselm's version of the ontological argument. 

The question asks explicitly for Anselm's version of the ontological argument, so you 

do not need to go into detail about any other versions, although you could mention 

them in passing. Make a very brief plan of the main features of Anselm's ontological 
argument: his purpose in writing it; his definition of God; his distinction between 

necessary and contingent existence; the differences between analytic and synthetic 

statements; the way in which he arrives at his conclusion. There is plenty of 

opportunity here for you to demonstrate your skill with key terms and specialist 
vocabulary. Remember that, in part (a), you are showing knowledge and 

understanding, so you can save your criticisms of Anselm's argument until later. 
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(b) To what extent do criticisms of the ontological argument succeed in 
demonstrating that the argument fails? 

In this part, you need to show that you understand Gaunilo's criticism, and, also, you 
should demonstrate understanding of Anselm's response to it. You should show 
knowledge of other criticisms, especially Kant's view that existence is not a predicate. 

However, the question is testing your skill in assessment rather than description, so 

make sure that you include evaluative comment rather than just a presentation of 
what different critics have said. 
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How can people speak about God, when human language is made of words which 

relate only to this world and the things within it? If God is so different from us, is there 
any way that believers can speak of God so that what we say is both true and 

meaningful? Agnostic thinkers argue that God is something we can neither know nor 

speak about. Their view is that God is not available to reason, not accessible to 
experiment and testing, and none of the words in human vocabulary can communicate 

anything about God; therefore, they argue, there is no point in discussing God or in 

making statements claiming that God is like this or like that. Bertrand Russell held this 

point of view and, in his radio debate with Frederick Copleston about the existence of 

God (see pages 25-8), he tried to demonstrate these beliefs. 

Theists, however, have always tried to communicate their understanding of God 

through language. In Islam, for example, there are 99 names for Allah, whose 
descriptions include 'The Gracious', 'The Merciful', 'The Compassionate', 'The Light' 

and 'The Giver of Life'. In the Bhagavad Gita, the Hindu god Krishna is described as 'the 

goal of all knowledge', 'the cause of all causes' and 'the Supreme Lord of all beings'. 

Jews describe God as 'the creator', 'the king of the universe' and 'the father of all'. As 

well as trying to express an understanding of God, theists also try to communicate 

other aspects of belief which are outside everyday experience, for examples beliefs 

about the afterlife, about the state of enlightenment and about the nature of the soul. 
Every religion uses language in an attempt to convey supernatural ideas, and the 
normal language of ordinary life can often seem inadequate. 

ambition or been bereaved. Can you ~eriences 

which seem impossible to convey in language? Why do people nevertheless try to 
communicate these experiences? What methods do they use when ordinary 

language is inadequate? 
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One of the issues for philosophers of religion is whether religious language can 
communicate ideas effectively, even when these are ideas which go way beyond our 

normal experiences in everyday life. 

The uses and purposes of religious language 

'Religious language' does not refer only to specialist vocabulary used in the context of 

religion. There are, of course, many specialist terms that religious people use, which 
might not be fully understood by those who do not know much about that religion. 

Christians, for example, might talk about 'the Eucharist', 'the Messiah', or 'justification 

by faith'; Muslims might talk about 'the sin of shirk', 'tawhid' or 'Shari'ah law'. One way 

of understanding religious language, then, is thinking that it refers to the kinds of 
words that might be found in the glossary of a book about religion. Another view is that 

'religious language' involves old-fashioned words from traditional acts of worship, such 

as 'thou art' and 'blessed be he'. However, in philosophy, 'religious language' is a much 

broader concept than either of these. 

Sometimes religious language is used in the context of truth-claims. In other words, 

religious people use language to make statements about what is, or is not, the case. 

They might say something like 'There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is his 

prophet', or 'Jesus is alive today'; they would be asserting that their religious beliefs 

are true (and, by implication, that the opposite is false). Much of the debate about 

religious language in the philosophy of religion is concerned with this kind of use of 

language. However, there are also other ways in which religious language can be 
used. When religious believers meet together for worship, for rites of passage and for 
festivals, they do not spend all their time making truth-claims. 

Religious language can also be used to express feelings and emotions. Christians 

might repeat the words 'We are truly sorry, and repent of all our sins' before taking 

Holy Communion. Parts of the Bible show believers expressing their feelings: 

How long, 0 Lord, must I call for help, 
but you do not listen? (Habakkuk 1: 2) 

And Mary said: 
Yy soul glorifies the Lord 
and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour.' (Luke 1:46-7) 

Some critics of religion point to its tendency to stir up emotions as evidence that 

religion is no more than hysteria, where people encourage each other to believe just 
because of the warm feelings it gives them, responding to their emotional needs. 

II 
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However, others argue that emotion is an important part of human life and that it has 

a rightful place in religion. Scholars such as Peter Donovan (see page 219) argue that 

religion encourages people to discipline their emotions in the right directions, to calm 

their anger against others, to control their jealousies, to feel compassion for the weak, 

repentance when they have done wrong and joy in the happiness and success of 
others. In a similar way, religious language can be used to evoke feelings of worship. 

Repeating the name of God in Sikh worship, or the Aum sound in Hindu meditation, 

helps to put the believer into a particular frame of mind, setting aside everyday 
concerns and focusing attention onto the object of worship. 

Religious language can also be used performatively. The words announce that 

something has happened or is about to happen: 'I now pronounce you husband and 

wife together'; 'We now commit this body to the ground'; 'Let us worship God'. Often, 

the words have the same function as an action. People thank God by saying words of 
thanks, or praise God by saying words of praise - the speaking is the doing. The words 

used in a baptism, at a wedding or in an act of holy communion perform a particular 

function that is essential to the activity. Without the words spoken at a wedding, the 

bride and groom would not be married; without the words at an infant baptism, the 

baby would not be baptised but would just get wet. 

'I baptise you in the name of the 
Lord' is an example of religious 
language being used in a 
performative sense. 

Religious language can also be used prescriptively, encouraging people to act in 

certain ways and not in others: 

Honour your father and your mother, so that you may live long in the land the Lord 
your God is giving you. You shall not murder. You shall not commit adultery. You 
shall not steal. (Exodus 20: 12-15) 

And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord 
jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him. (Colossians 3:17) 

Religious language, then, involves much more than just making truth-claims. It is 
often best understood within the context of worship, where it might accompany 

particular actions (such as lighting candles) or particular events. 
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Th.e via negativa as a way of speaking about God 

Some writers have argued that it is only possible to speak about God properly if we 

use negative terms, and talk about what God is not. This is sometimes called the 

apophatic way, or via negativa (negative way). It involves speaking of God using only 

negatives, to emphasise the difference between God and humanity. God is described 
as 'immortal', 'invisible', 'inaccessible', 'timeless', 'incorporeal' and so on. These 

descriptions of God are plain statements of fact, argue those in favour of the via 
negativa. Those descriptions which try to give God positive attributes are misleading 

and should be avoided, they claim - if we say God is like a father, or like a shepherd, 
then we might give people completely the wrong idea, conveying the impression that 

God has a body, or is male, or has faults. Even if we say something like 'God is love', 

then we start making people think of human love with all its flaws and jealousies and 

inconsistencies. If we say 'God is good', then we start thinking about our own 

goodness, because it is the only goodness we know, and we imagine that God must 

possess a goodness like ours; but our own goodness is so flawed and temporary that 

it is wrong to use the same concept and try to apply it to God. As soon as we attempt 

to speak of God in positive terms and suggest that God has attributes which we 

recognise from the physical world, we start making statements which are so 

inaccurate that they damage understanding. People who support the via negativa 
believe that it is better to accept the mysteries of God than to try to pin God down 

by using flawed concepts; if we use these, we end up belittling God and imagining 
that our reason is capable of understanding divine mysteries. 

Supporters of the via negativa argue that 
if we use positive terms to speak of God, 
such as 'The Lord is my shepherd', then 
we immediately mislead. 

Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, who was a sixth-century Christian mystic, argued 

that the via negativa was the only way in which we can speak truthfully about God, 

because God is beyond all human understanding and imagination. Pseudo-Dionysius 
was a theologian who wrote about religious experience as well as the religious 

language used to express it. He wrote about the need for the soul to become unified 

II 
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with God by going beyond the realms of sense perception and rationality, entering 

obscurity, a 'cloud of unknowing' from which God can be approached. Pseudo

Dionysius was a follower of Plato, believing in the division between the physical body 

and the spiritual soul, and believing that the soul's search for God can be held back 

by the demands of the body and the mind's desire for understanding. His ideas about 

God being beyond knowledge and the realms of rational thought greatly influenced 

the author of the anonymous fourteenth-century book The Cloud of Unknowing, as 

well as other mediaeval Christians and mystics, including Thomas Aquinas. 

For Pseudo-Dionysius, it was counter-productive to speak of God as though God 

could be encountered by the senses or as though we could reach God through 

reason. It was only through recognition of the limits of humanity that spiritual 

progress could be made. People who are genuinely seeking God should put away 

their need to have the answers to everything, he thought; they should stop trying to 

use logic and arguments. Instead, they should allow God to speak to them in 

stillness, accepting that God will remain a mystery, and realising that, until they are 

ready to accept this, they will miss the point and end up with an idea of God which 

is too small. 

The great Jewish thinker, Moses Maimonides (1135-1204), was also a supporter of 

the via negativa. Maimonides explained his beliefs that the attributes of God could 

be expressed in negative terms, whereby people come to an understanding of what 

God is not and therefore move closer to appreciating what God is. In his writing, 

Maimonides used the example of a ship to demonstrate what he meant: 

There is no necessity at all for you to use positive attributes of God with the view of 
magnifying Him in your thought ... I will give you ... some illustrations, in order 
that you may better understand the propriety of forming as many negative 
attributes as possible, and the impropriety of ascribing to God any positive 
attributes. A person may know for certain that a 'ship' is in existence, but he may 
not know to what object that name is applied, whether to a substance or to an 
accident; a second person then learns that a ship is not an accident; a third, that it 
is not a mineral; a fourth, that it is not a plant growing in the earth; a fifth, that it 
is not a body whose parts are joined together by nature; a sixth, that it is not a flat 
object like boards or doors; a seventh, that it is not a sphere; an eighth, that it is not 
pointed; a ninth, that it is not round shaped; nor equilateral; a tenth, that it is not 
solid. It is clear that this tenth person has almost arrived at the correct notion of a 
'ship' by the foregoing negative attributes . . . In the same manner you will come 
nearer to the knowledge and comprehension of God by the negative attributes ... I 
do not merely declare that he who affirms attributes of God has not sufficient 
knowledge concerning the Creator ... but I say that he unconsciously loses his belief 
in God. (Moses Maimonides, The Guide for the Perplexed, trans. M. Friedlander, 

1936) 
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Not all philosophers would agree with that point of view. The writer Brian Davies, for 
example, criticises Maimonides. Davies writes: 

Only saying what something is not gives no indication of what it actually is, and if 
one can only say what God is not, one cannot understand him at all. Suppose I say 
that there is something in my room, and suppose I reject every suggestion you make 
as to what is actually there. In that case, you will get no idea at all about what is 
in my room. Going back to the quotation from Maimonides . . . it is simply 
unreasonable to say that someone who has all the negations mentioned in it 'has 
almost arrived at the correct notion of a "ship"'. He could equally well be thinking 
of a wardrobe. (Brian Davies, An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion, Oxford 

University Press, 1982) 

Davies, then, points out that Maimonides' method of arriving at the 'right answer' is 

unlikely to lead people in the right direction at all. Another objection that could 

be made to Maimonides' point of view is that when we try to arrive at something by 

process of elimination, we need to know before we start what the different 

possibilities are, so that we can know what we have left when the alternatives have 

been crossed off- so the via negativa might not work for someone who began by 
knowing nothing of God. 

To think about 

I am thinking of 
something. It is not any 
of the objects you can see 
here. What am I thinking 
of! 

Anselm, in the ontological argument, described God in positive terms as 'that 

than which nothing greater can be conceived'. Does this description make God 

too small - should Anselm have described God in negative terms instead? 

II 
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The via negativa is a prominent feature of the religious language of Buddhism. The 

nature of reality is described in the Saddharmapundarika in this way: 

For the Tathagatha has seen the word as it really is: It is not born, it dies not; there 
is no decease or rebirth, no samsara or nirvana; it is not real or unreal, not 
existent, or non-existent, not such, or otherwise, not false or not-false. (Buddhist 
Texts Through the Ages, trans. Edward Conze, Oxford University Press, 1954) 

In Buddhist texts, the via negativa is used in an attempt to convey central beliefs; 
the nature of nirvana, and the nature of the Buddha, are concepts which are 
notoriously difficult to describe. Although Buddhists do not believe in God, they still 
use the via negativa in attempts to convey the essence of ultimate reality: 

There is, monks, a condition where there is neither the element of extension, the 
element of cohesion, the element of heat, nor the element of motion, nor the sphere 
of the infinity of space, nor the sphere of the infinity of consciousness, nor the sphere 
of nothingness, nor the sphere of neither-perception-nor-non-perception; neither this 
world, nor a world beyond, nor sun and moon. 

There, monks, I say, there is neither coming nor going nor staying nor passing away 
nor arising. Without support or mobility or basis is it. This is indeed the end of 
suffering. 

That which is Selfless, hard it is to see; 
Not easy is it to perceive the Truth. 
But who has ended craving utterly 
Has naught to cling to, he alone can see. 

There is, monks, an unborn, a not-become, a not-made, a not-compounded. If, 
monks, there were not this unborn, not-become, not-made, not-compounded, there 
would not here be an escape from the born, the become, the made, the 
compounded. But because there is an unborn, a not-become, a not-made, a 
not-compounded, therefore there is an escape from the born, the become, the 
made, the compounded. (Udana 80) 

via negativa uses only negative terms to speak of God, as a way of avoiding 
belittling God by attributing human qualities to him. 
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Strengths and weaknesses of the via negativa 

The via negativa has the advantages, then, of: 

• being a way of recognising that we have to go beyond our normal everyday 

experiences in order to experience God. It does not place a limit on God by giving 

a point of reference that is within the physical world; 

• being a way of conveying the essential otherness and mystery of God, and 

underlining the belief that God is not like us; 

• being a means by which we can say something about God, or about reality, which 

is literally true and does not need interpretation. Unlike symbolism, analogy or 
myth, the via negativa applies equally well in different cultures and in different 

periods of history. If we do not use figurative language, which necessarily demands 

interpretation, we can say things which are understandable and which mean the 

same things across cultures and generations. 

However, the via negativa also has disadvantages: 

• If we speak of God only negatively, then it is still not very easy for the person who 

has no experience of God to know what we mean. To say that white is 'the opposite 

of black' does not give much help to the person who has never seen and has no 

concept of white. God cannot be reached by process of elimination, if he is outside 
our experience. 

• Antony Flew in his essay 'Theology and falsification' argued that if we try to 

explain God by saying that he is invisible, soundless, incorporeal and so on, there 

is very little difference between our definition of God and our definition of 
nothingness; we argue God out of existence by 'a thousand qualifications' 
(see pages 216-18). 

• Many of the holy scriptures of the world's religions do make positive statements 

about God. For example, the Bible makes positive claims that God is a king, a judge, 

a father, a shepherd, a rock. If it is believed that holy scripture comes from God, then 
this would suggest that it can be right and appropriate to make positive claims about 
God. 
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Practice exam question 

(a) Explain why religious language is considered to present difficulties. 

In this part of the question, you need to show that you understand different 

philosophical problems arising in religious language. You could include reference to 

the problem of meaninglessness, verifiability and falsification (see pages 212-20); 

to the problem of expressing the otherness of God in positive terms; to the problem 

of understanding religious language from outside the 'language game'; and to the 

problem of finding adequate words to convey the nature of God. You could also 

address the issues of problems raised by symbolism. In this part of the question, you 

should be outlining the nature of the problems raised rather than listing the possible 

responses to them. 

(b) 'The only way in which meaningful statements can be made about God is 
the via negativa.' Discuss. 

For this question, the via negativa needs to be compared with other ways of making 

statements about God, so it would be useful to read the rest of this section before 

tackling the topic. A good answer to this question would include explanation of the 

via negativa and examples of different thinkers who have supported it to a greater 

or lesser extent. Useful reference could be made to Aquinas, Pseudo-Dionysius and 

Maimonides. Criticisms of the via negativa should also be explained and evaluated 
- to what extent are these criticisms valid? Do they mean that people should abandon 

the via negativa altogether, or should they use it with caution or only up to a point, 

or are the criticisms not worth taking seriously? 

Analogy and its use in reHgious language 

Some thinkers (most notably Aquinas) have argued that we cannot say anything 

positive that is literally true of God, because the use of ordinary human language 

automatically limits God, placing his attributes only within our experience and 

understanding. Aquinas used the term via eminentiae (the way of eminence) to 

show that what we say of God, and indeed what we know of God, is only partial -we 

should realise that the love of God, for example, is 'eminent'. Our own love and 

the love that we receive are partial and flawed, but God's love is the prime 
example of love. However, Aquinas suggested in Summa Theologica that there could 

be a way of making positive claims about God and conveying positive ideas, as long 
as we understand that the words we use have an analogical, rather than a literal, 

application. 
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Sometimes, we use words of two different things in a way that is univocal - which 

means the same words are used in exactly the same way, such as when we talk about 
a green hat and a green ball; in both cases, the word 'green' means the same thing 

as a reference to colour. 

Sometimes, we use words of two different things in a way that is equivocal - which 

means when the same word is used in two completely different senses, such as when 

we talk about a fruit punch and a hole punch, or a dining table and a periodic table. 

When words such as 'bat' are used 
equivocally, they have completely 
different meanings. 

In addition, we use words in a way that is analogical. This means that the same term 

is used, in not exactly the same sense but in a similar or related sense. We use this 

kind of language in other contexts, besides in religious language. For example, we 

might talk about a smooth floor and a smooth wine; the wine is not smooth in the 
same way that the floor is smooth, but the word is used in a related way - it is 

the same kind of idea which is being expressed. Another example of analogical use 
of language is when we speak of a woollen blanket and a blanket of snow. Poetry 

oftt;n uses this kind of language as metaphor and simile; as well as the words having 

their obvious, denotative meaning, they also carry connotations which help our 

minds to associate them with other related concepts and gain greater insights. 

Aquinas said that there were two main types of analogy: 

1. Analogy of attribution, where there is a causal relation between the two things 

being described. For example, a seaside town might be called 'healthy' because it 

causes the people who live there to be healthy, while a sticky cake might be called 

'sickly' because of the effect it has on the person eating it. In Aquinas' view, when we 

speak of God as 'living' it means that God is the cause of life, for example. 

2. Analogy of proportionality, where the words relate to objects which are different 

in proportion. For example, we might speak of a clever dog and a clever scientist, and 
the words are used in proportion; the dog is clever as dogs go, and the scientist is 
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clever in comparison with other people. In religious terms, then, Aquinas thought 

that we can use terms such as 'loving' and 'faithful' when we speak of God, but we 
have to recognise that God's love, faithfulness and so on are on an infinitely vaster 

scale than our own. 

Some people (for example William Blackstone) have argued that this Thomist 

doctrine is unhelpful, because we have to translate the analogies into univocal 

language before they mean anything; we have to know how God's love relates to 

human love before we understand anything. This method of speaking about God still 

leaves us with an unclear picture, where we know something about the nature of 

God, but not a great deal. 

C. Stephen Evans answers this by saying that there is nothing wrong with accepting 

that God is mysterious and that our knowledge of him is limited, as long as the 

believer understands enough to be able to worship. The 'otherness' of God, 

described by Rudolf Otto as mysterium tremendum et fascinans (a fearful and 

fascinating mystery) is something which our language ought to convey, not disguise. 

A more modern version of the idea of speaking of God analogically comes from the 

philosopher Ian Ramsey, who explained his ideas in his 195 7 book Religious 
Language: An Empirical Placing of Theological Phrases (SCM Press, 1957). He tried 

to explain the way in which religious language could usefully describe God, by using 

the terms 'models' and 'qualifiers'. According to Ramsey, we can use 'models' when 

we speak of God, using words such as 'righteous' or 'loving'- these are words which 

we understand because we have a reference point in our own human experience. 
However, to ensure that we do not limit God and that we recognise that his attributes 

are unlike our own, we also need to use 'qualifiers'. These are adjectives and adverbs 
such as 'everlasting' or 'perfectly'. In this way, we can anchor our ideas about God 

within our own experience, so that we at least know what we are talking about; and 

then we can show that God is different from us proportionally, by using the qualifier 

to point us in the right direction. We might not understand and comprehend exactly 

the nature of God, because qualifiers such as 'infinitely' or 'perfectly' are in many 

ways beyond our imagination, but it is a method of speaking about God positively 

which aims to avoid either limiting God or speaking incomprehensibly. 

predict how things 
nucleus at the centre orbited by electrons. It is not a model in the physical sense 
but a conceptual model. Can you think of any other examples of scientific 

models? 
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Analogies are considered to be useful in many different contexts, especially when 

used to communicate complex or new ideas. They can help us to form pictures in 

our minds, and to associate ideas and draw conclusions. However, they are not 

completely without difficulties. It is not always clear exactly in what respects two 

different things are being considered similar - in what respects might the love or the 
justice of God resemble our own, and how are they different? In Aquinas' view, it was 

important to remember that God cannot be wholly understood, and that we never 

will reach a clear understanding where we comprehend exactly what God is. 

The use of myth in religious language 

This method of speaking analogically is only one of the possible ways of conveying 

meaning in religious language. Myth is another example of how positive truth-claims 

about God (rather than just saying what God is not) can be made, usually in the form 

of stories. 

The definition of 'myth' is not always clear, partly because the word is often used in 

casual conversation to mean something that is just not true (for example, 'it is a myth 

that this county runs a decent bus service'). However, theologically, the word 'myth' 

is used to describe a story or a metaphor which is not necessarily historically accurate 
(although it may have some basis in history), but which nevertheless conveys 

important truths that might be difficult to express in other ways. The myth is 

intended to encourage a particular kind of attitude in the people who hear or read it 

- it may be an appreciation of the greatness of God, or a deeper understanding of 

moral behaviour and its consequences, for example. 

The use of myth to convey religious ideas has its difficulties, particularly when the 
writer does not make it explicit whether the story is meant to be myth or whether it 

is meant to be an accurate account of history. The creation stories in the Bible, for 

example, are interpreted by some people to be myths, while, for others, they are 
literally true, and this difference of opinion causes sharp divisions within both 

Judaism and Christianity. In the sacred writings of many religions, a story which 

might or might not be intended as a myth is presented without introduction, and it 

is left up to the reader to decide how the story is meant to be interpreted. 

Myth as a means of conveying religious ideas can also have problems in that 

mythological imagery has a tendency to be culturally determined. Although myths 

can often be understood outside their cultural contexts, nevertheless they are likely 

to communicate the most to a specific geographical location and a particular time in 

history. Some elements of the myth might be 'lost in translation', where the ideas 
used might have particular significance in one culture but not in another -

I 
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conversely, the ideas could take on a meaning that the writer never anticipated, 

distorting the original communication. 

However, conveying religious ideas through myth also has many advantages. It gives 

people a visual way of understanding what are often abstract ideas, so these ideas can 
be more easily understood. Because the stories are often lively and memorable, they 
are passed on from one generation to the next, and can be so vivid that the myth is 

still remembered even when the religion has died out. Ideas can be expressed in 

myth which might be difficult to communicate in other ways, and sometimes several 

different meanings and layers of meaning can all be conveyed within the one story, 

so that people can return to them again and again and find new ways of relating the 

stories to their own lives. Through myth, believers are able to communicate 
something positive about God, without having to resort to the via negativa. 

Some point out the mythological features of the Genesis creation stories: there are 

unusual trees with special powers, people being made from dust and from ribs, and 
a talking serpent. They point out the parallels with myths and folk tales from other 

cultures, and compare the biblical creation stories with scientific accounts of the 

origins of the universe and the evolution of the species, concluding that surely these 

stories are meant to be understood as myths. The stories convey the power of God 

and his purposes in creation; the responsibilities of humanity to act as stewards of 

the earth; the disobedience of humanity in the face of God's commands; the suffering 

that comes as a consequence of sin. The creation stories in Genesis have sometimes 

been described as 'aetiological' myths, which are myths that set out to explain the 

origins of puzzling features of the world. How did people get here? How did the 
animals get their names? Why is it that people leave their parents and go and find 

themselves husbands and wives? How did sin come into the world? Why do women 

have pain in childbirth, and why do men have to struggle against the natural world 

in order to grow their food? Those Jews and Christians who regard the creation 
stories as myth take the view that important truths are being communicated here, but 

that the stories do not have to be regarded as literally true - indeed, to take them as 

if they were historically and scientifically accurate misses their point. 

Many people understand the stories in 
Genesis as myth, but there are also 
many others who believe them to be 
literally true. 
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Others, however, disagree about the interpretation of holy scripture as myth. Many 

believe that stories in the Bible and in the Qur'an are directly inspired by God and 
are to be accepted as entirely true. If the Bible says that Noah built an ark which 
contained two animals of every kind of species, then he did. If the Bible says that 

Jonah was swallowed by a big fish and survived the experience, then he did. For these 
believers, interpreting the word of God as 'myth' comes far too close to suggesting 

that the words of the Bible are false. 

Within the Christians tradition, the view that elements of holy scripture might be 

interpreted as myth became more popular when scientific theories began to suggest 

that the world was much older than the Bible seemed to suggest. Evolutionary theory 

put forward the idea that the different species might have evolved gradually through 

a process of natural selection, rather than have been created from the beginning in 

the form we see them today. By the nineteenth century, Christians were worried that 
advances in science seemed to be producing evidence that contradicted the Bible. 

While some Christians responded by reaffirming their faith in the infallible literal 

truth of scripture, others began to suggest that perhaps there were parts of the Bible 
which were never meant to be taken literally. Perhaps the writers intended them as 
myths and they should be understood as such. 

Perhaps some of the Old Testament stories, such as the 
story of Daniel in the lions' den, pictured here by 
Rubens, were always intended to be understood as 
myth. 

The Genesis creation stories seemed an obvious place to start, if some of the Bible 

was to be interpreted as myth. If the Genesis stories were understood as mythical 

ways of communicating important ideas, then intelligent and rational people could 
continue in their Christian faith while accepting the discoveries of science. 

myth, rather than being taken to be IiteraJ.Jty 
classify as myth? 
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Many Christians were able to accept the idea that the Old Testament was full of myth. 

Ancient stories which seemed bizarre to the modern mind, such as the turning of 

Lot's wife into a pillar of salt in Genesis 19, or the story of God making a bet with 

Satan at the beginning of the book of Job, became much more acceptable if they were 

understood as myth rather than as literal truth. Christians explained some of the 

more difficult Old Testament stories as having been written before Jesus came into 
the world to reveal the final and complete truth - the Old Testament writers had 
included obscure mythical elements in their writings because they had not yet 

received the revelation of God in Christ. These Old Testament myths were still the 

word of God and were still true, it was argued, but they had a different kind of truth. 

However, when it was suggested that there might be myth in the New Testament, 

many Christians found the idea much more difficult to accept. 

In his essay 'New Testament and mythology' (1941), the German theologian Rudolf 

Bultmann argued that the writers of the New Testament were never trying to make a 

record of accurate historical fact, but that they had expressed their beliefs through 
the language of myth. The real point of the gospel message, for Bultmann, was the 

need for individuals to reach a personal decision about the direction they wanted 

their lives to take in relation to God. In Bultmann's view, the modern, intelligent, 

literate person could not take seriously the supernatural elements of the Gospel 

stories, such as visitations by angels, the virgin birth and miraculous events, but this 

did not have to mean that the whole of Christianity should be rejected. Bultmann 

advocated the 'demythologising' of the New Testament as well as the Old, to enable 

Christianity to hold what he saw as its rightful place as an essential, vital option in a 
fast-changing world. 

The Myth of God Incarnate sparked much more controversy 
than its authors had anticipated. 

In 1977, John Hick edited a book called The Myth of God Incarnate, to which several 

well-known theologians contributed chapters, and this book took up Bultmann's 

ideas about demythologising the New Testament. The theme of the book, as the title 

suggests, is that Jesus was not literally God in human form, but that the idea of Jesus 
as God incarnate was a myth. It was a pictorial way of expressing the importance of 

Jesus to God and of expressing Jesus' godliness, but statements such as that 'God was 
in Christ' were not literally true. The writers of the book described how the idea of 
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God becoming human was to be found in other myths predating the New Testament, 
and they claimed that the early Christians used this mythology as an aid to expressing 
their own ideas, but that it was a mistake to take the incarnation literally. Hick writes: 

I suggest that its character is best expressed by saying that the idea of divine 
incarnation is a mythological idea. And I am using the term 'myth' in the following 
sense: a myth is a story which is told but which is not literally true, or an idea or 
image which is applied to someone or something but which does not literally apply, 
but which invites a particular attitude in its hearers. Thus the truth of a myth is a 
kind of practical truth consisting in the appropriateness of the attitude to its object. 
That jesus was God the Son incarnate is not literally true, since it has no literal 
meaning, but it is an application to jesus of a mythical concept whose function is 
analogous to that of the notion of divine sonship ascribed in the ancient world to 
a king. Oohn Hick, The Myth of God Incarnate, SCM, 1977) 

Hick and his co-authors argued that the way in which first-century Christians 
understood the world is inappropriate today, and that the mythological language 
they used to convey their beliefs might be a hindrance, rather than a help, to modern 

faith: 

The Christians of the early church lived in a world in which supernatural causation 
was accepted without question, and divine or spiritual visitants were not 
unexpected. Such assumptions, however, have become foreign to our situation. In 
the Western world, both popular culture and the culture of the intelligentsia has 
come to be dominated by the human and natural sciences to such an extent that 
supernatural causation or intervention in the affairs of this world has become, for 
the majority of people, simply incredible. 

For many more conservative Christians, however, there are some central beliefs 
which should be taken literally, and not regarded as myth. Belief in the virgin birth, 
for example, or the literal physical resurrection of Jesus, as well as the incarnation, 
should not be treated as myth but should be accepted as literal fact. It is argued that 
if these ideas are treated as myth, then Christianity becomes not much more than 
general advice to be nice to other people. They argue that it should not be taken for 
granted that a rationalist, scientific way of looking at the world is the best way or the 

only way of understanding truth; if modern society has difficulty in accepting the 
literal truth of biblical ideas, then modern society should change. 

Using myth as a means of conveying religious ideas, then, can create problems rather 
than resolving them. It is very difficult for people to know how far they should go in 
interpreting language as mythical rather than literal. It is also difficult to know how 

a myth is to be understood: what are the central, important truths that should be 
distilled from it, and what is the embellishment that can safely be stripped away? 
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when it is 

The use of symbol in religious language 

Another possible way (as well as analogy and myth) of saying positive things about 
God is through the use of symbols. 

All language, of course, is symbolic, in the sense that we use words to stand for other 
things. We use the shapes of the letters to stand for particular sounds, and we use 

groups of letters to make words to stand for different objects, actions, feelings and 
so on. Much language, both religious and non-religious, is symbolic in the sense of 
being figurative; it is used in a metaphorical way rather than literally, and people 
recognise without needing to be told that when we say 'I'm going to kill my husband 
when I get home' or 'our French teacher went mad when we told her we hadn't 
revised for the test', we are using words figuratively rather than literally. Religious 

people often use language symbolically when they are talking about their 
relationship with God. They might say that God 'listened' to their prayers, although 
they believe that God has no body and therefore no ears; they might say that God 
'walks with them' even though they believe that God is always everywhere and is 
beyond space. The figurative, symbol use of language helps to create a short-cut, but 
it can also cause problems of communication, if it is not clear whether a phrase was 
meant as a symbolic metaphor or whether it was meant literally. 

People use symbols to describe God and their relationship to him, saying things such 
as 'The Lord is my shepherd', or 'God is my rock'. They also use symbols instead of 
language, to convey meanings that cannot readily be put into words, or to evoke 
particular feelings, or to identify themselves as members of a particular group of 
believers so that they can be easily recognised by others. 

Paul Tillich made a distinction between signs and symbols, arguing that signs are 
chosen arbitrarily to stand for something else and, as long as we agree on the 
meaning of the sign, it does not really matter what form the sign takes. A symbol, on 
the other hand, according to Tillich, 'participates in' the object represented. He uses 
the example of a national flag, which evokes feelings of loyalty and patriotism at the 
same time as it symbolises the country. Tillich claimed that all religious ideas and 
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language were symbolic, pointing beyond themselves to 'being-itself', which was 

how he understood the nature of God (the idea that God does not exist but is 

existence itself). 

Tillich argued that symbols 'participate 
in' that which they represent, as opposed 
to signs which are just arbitrarily chosen. 

John Macquarrie, in Principles of Christian Theology (SCM, 1966) writes: 

In the widest sense of the word, a 'symbol' is anything which is presented to the 
mind as standing for something else. In this broad sense, symbolism is all-pervasive 
of life, and there are almost innumerable kinds of symbols . . . We notice first that 
words (and even the letters out of which written words are made up) are symbols, 
so that in the broad sense all language has a symbolic character. When, however, 
we speak of 'symbolic language', we generally have a fairly definite kind of 
language in mind, a kind in which the words are not understood in their direct or 
proper reference but in which they, so to speak, bounce off that to which they 
properly refer so as to impinge at a distance on a more remote subject-matter, to 
which the speaker wishes to refer. 

Macquarrie disagreed with Tillich's use of the term 'symbol', saying that it was not 

consistent with current English usage and was therefore misleading and unhelpful. 
He argues that we might say 'Clouds are a sign of rain', which is an example of how 

a sign can have an intrinsic connection with what it signifies, in contradiction to 

Tillich's claim that this is the function of a symbol, not a sign. Mathematical symbols 
are chosen arbitrarily without having obvious connection with, or 'participation in' 

what they stand for. Macquarrie preferred the idea of the conventional symbol and 

the intrinsic symbol: 

The conventional symbol has no connection with what it symbolises other than the 
fact that some people have arbitrarily agreed to let it stand for this particular 
symbolizandum. The intrinsic symbol, on the other hand, has in itself a kinship 
with what it symbolises. 

But, he argued, the two were not distinct categories, and it could often be difficult to 

identify whether something was one or the other; it might have elements of both. 

Macquarrie claimed that the value of symbols is that they provoke in us an 'existential 

response' and an understanding in terms of 'similarity of relation': 

I 
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existential response - by this, he meant that symbols remind us of feelings such as 

loyalty or awe, and we can then recognise that we should have the same response to 

God (or Being, as Macquarrie uses it in this context). When religious believers 

experience dipping themselves into water, they are reminded of ideas and feelings 

about cleansing; so Hindus bathe in the Ganges, Muslims perform wudu (washing 

rituals) before prayer, Silrns bathe in the Pool of Nectar at the Golden Temple in 

Amritsar, Christians participate in believers' baptism, and orthodox Jews use the 
cleansing symbolism of the mikveh. 

similarity of relation - symbols can work in the same way as analogies. If we are 

Christians, we can see that light is to the world as Christ is to us; the sheep are to the 

shepherd as we are to God. If we are Buddhists, we can see that the journey the lotus 

makes from the mud at the bottom of the pool to the surface of the water is like a 
personal journey from ignorance to enlightenment. 

Different symbols can complement each other, although they may appear to 

contradict; they should not be treated like theories where one is true and therefore 

the others are false, but perhaps like poetry, illustrating different aspects of the truth. 

Because symbols invoke feelings and association of ideas, they cannot only convey 

meaning but also leave room for the individual to add his or her own interpretations 

and feelings, and so they can be part of private as well as public religion. 

Symbolic actions, such as bathing in the 
Ganges, carry different levels of meaning 
for believers. 

It could be argued that the symbol can only be properly understood by those within 

a restricted community (see Wittgenstein's theory of language-games, pages 220-3). 

In order for people to have shared understanding of what a symbol means, they need 

to have similar presuppositions and beliefs. For some groups of people, the hammer 

and sickle might be a symbol of hope, strength and unity; for others, it might be a 

symbol of fear and repression. Perhaps this means that religious symbols, too, will 

always be tied to particular cultures or times in history, and that their meanings can 
only be properly understood by those who are believers themselves. 
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The symbol of light, used to represent God, is perhaps the most universal of all 
religious symbols. It represents truth, knowledge and purity, because things can be 
so much more clearly perceived when there is light than when there is darkness. 

A flame can represent purification, prayer, the soul and remembrance of the dead. 

Water can be used as a sign of cleansing from sin, and of life-giving force. Religious 

people use symbolism not only in language, but also in art, architecture and their 

body language: when they kneel for prayer, or prostrate themselves, or bow their 

heads, they remind themselves of their position in relation to God. 

The symbol of a flame is used in judaism to 
represent remembrance and honouring of the dead. 

Logical positivism and the challenge to rellgious language 

The verification principle 

Much of the philosophy of religion deals with the questions raised by particular religious 

beliefs and concepts. These beliefs and concepts are investigated in an attempt to 

discover whether or not they are coherent, and whether there is evidence for or against 
them to indicate if they are true or false. 

However, some philosophers have argued that religious statements, such as 'God exists', 

'God is love' and so on are neither true nor false but meaningless. We can only usefully 

discuss statements which mean something and, according to some, religious statements 
lack any kind of meaning at all. There is no point, according to some thinkers, of even 
raising these questions, because there is nothing to talk about (see pages 27-8 and 

Bertrand Russell's response to the cosmological argument for the existence of God). 

Philosophical discussion about meaning often identifies two different ways in which a 

word or phrase might mean something: 

• denotation - this is when the word stands for something, as a label for it, such as 
the word 'window' standing for the part of the wall that has glass in it. 
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• connotation - this is when the word carries other associations with it, so that 

'window' might carry associations of opportunity, or of finding a space in a busy 
week Connotation can carry meaning beyond the literal truth of the words, and 

sometimes words can convey meaning that was unintended by the speaker. 

Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951), one of the most remarkable philosophers of the 

twentieth century; raised the whole question of the meaning of language, and inspired 

debates across the world: people were talking about 'the meaning of meaning', how 

meaning is conveyed from one person to another, and what the necessary conditions for 
something to have any meaning at all might be. 

Wittgenstein was a strong influence on the Vienna Circle, a group of philosophers that 
met after World War I and carried on getting together into the 1920s and 1930s. They 

were led by a writer called Moritz Schlick (who, incidentally, was eventually murdered by 

one of his former students). Following the thinking of Auguste Comte (1798-1857), these 

people held the belief that theological interpretations of events and experiences 
belonged in the past, to an unenlightened age when 'God' was used as an explanation 

for anything that science had not yet completely mastered. Comte had said that the 

'theological' era was replaced by the 'metaphysical', where concepts from philosophy 

were used as a replacement for the gods to fill in the gaps left by science; and, finally, there 

was the 'positivist' age, where it could be seen that the only useful form of evidence for 

investigation was that which was available to the senses, which could be tested in a 

scientific way. Comte, then, held the view that a theological way of looking at reality was 

outdated, and the Vienna Circle took up this idea. Its members held that empirical 
evidence (that which is available to be tested using the senses) was the key to 

understanding what was, and what was not, meaningful. 

Logical positivists claim that evidence is only 
useful if it is available to be tested using the 
senses. 

In 1936, A. ]. Ayer wrote a very influential book called Language, Truth and Logic, in 

which he set out the main principles of what is known as logical positivism. Taking up the 
ideas of Wittgenstein and of the Vienna Circle, he attempted to set down rules by which 

language can be judged to see whether or not it really means anything at all. 



Key terms 

Empirical-
to do with 

evidence that is 
available to the 

five senses. 

Verifiable -
capable of being 

shown to be 
true, through the 

use of evidence. 
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The main argument of logical positivism was the verifiability theory of meaning. This was 

a way in which statements could be tested to see whether there was any point in talking 
about them. As we saw in discussion of the ontological argument (pages 178-90), 

statements can be divided into two types, the analytic and the synthetic. 

1. Analytic statements: These are propositions which define meanings of words. We do 

not have to go and check whether they are true, using our experience. Analytic statements 

just give us information about what words mean: a dictionary is full of analytic statements. 
These statements are true or false depending on whether the words in the statement 

actually mean what is suggested. 'A kilogram is a unit of mass' is a true analytic statement; 

'pigs are flying insects' is a false analytic statement. The logical positivists also included 

some other kinds of statement in this group, for example tautologies (statements which 

say the same thing twice, such as 'ice is icy'), and mathematical statements such as 

'3 X 4 = 12'. 

2. Synthetic statements: These give information about reality; rather than just defining 
our use of language. For example, 'It is raining today' or 'This sandwich has got 

mayonnaise in it' are examples of synthetic statements. 

The logical positivists decided that in order for synthetic statements to qualify as 

meaningful, they had to be verifiable using empirical evidence - in other words, it had to 

be possible to test the truth of the statement, using the experience available to the five 
senses. We can test whether it is raining outside with our senses of touch, vision, hearing 

and smell; we can test whether this sandwich has got mayonnaise in it using empirical 
evidence too - so both qualify as meaningful statements. 

The verifiability theory; then, says that if a statement is neither analytic nor empirically 

verifiable, it says nothing about reality and is therefore meaningless. This way of thinking 

was taking up the ideas of Hume, who argued that if a statement did not contain any 

abstract reasoning (such as that found in mathematics) or any experimental reasoning, 
then it said nothing at all. Statements, if they go beyond giving mere definitions, have to 

be verifiable. They have to be capable of being tested, to find out whether or not they are 

true. We have to know the conditions this proposal would have to meet, in order for it to 
be true. 

Friedrich Waismann, a philosopher of mathematics and one of the Vienna Circle, gave a 
neat description of the logical positivist position: 

Anyone uttering a sentence must know under what conditions he calls it true, and 
under what conditions he calls it false. If he is unable to state these conditions, he does 
not know what he has said. A statement which cannot be conclusively verified cannot 
be verified at all. It is simply devoid of any meaning . 

• 
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The verification principle, therefore, says that we know the meaning of a statement if we 

know the conditions under which the statement is true or false. If we don't know these 
conditions, then the statement is meaningless. 

A. J. Ayer agreed that, in order for any statement to be meaningful, it has to be in principle 

verifiable using empirical methods. This ruled out talk about God, amongst other things, 

because, according to the logical positivists, claims such as 'God created the world', 'God 

has a plan for each of us' or 'the Lord is my Shepherd' cannot be shown to be either true 

or false using the senses. 
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because statements such as 'it is right to defend the weak', or 'stealing is wrong' 

cannot be verified empirically either - does this mean that they, too, are 
meaningless? 

Objections to the theory of verification 

Not surprisingly, the verification principle of meaning was not universally welcomed. 

The most significant criticism was that statement of the theory itself does not pass the test 

as a meaningful statement. The verifiability theory cannot be verified by sense experience 

(we cannot tell, using the senses, if these are the only types of statement to have any 

meaning) and so is not a meaningful synthetic statement; and if it is analytic, it is giving a 

new sense to the word 'meaningful', a new definition which we do not necessarily have 
to accept. 

The idea that all meaningful synthetic statements have to be empirically verifiable also 

causes practical problems. Many of the claims made by advances in science, for example, 

such as the existence of black holes, cannot be verified by sense experience; also many 

historical statements, of events that happened in the past, cannot be tested now using the 

senses. People experiencing psychological problems would not be able to explain their 

symptoms to a psychiatrist in a meaningful way, because of the private nature of the 
feelings they were experiencing. We would have to dismiss as meaningless statements 

such as 'I had a weird dream last night', or 'I'm not looking forward to the exams', 

because there is no way of testing them using the senses, but statements such as these do 
have meaning to us. 

Logical positivists accepted that there was a problem, and that they were disallowing too 
much as meaningless, so the theory was weakened to allow for 'indirect experience'. 

However, there was still a desire to dismiss as meaningless all talk of the supernatural, of 
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God, of life after death, and of other theological concepts such as sin and salvation. 
Religious 'truth claims' such as 'God created the world' were ruled out. 

Some philosophers, most notably John Hick, argued that religious truth claims are 

verifiable, because they are 'eschatologically verifiable'. By this, he meant that although 
we cannot test and see at the moment, in this life and this world, whether the good will 

be rewarded, or whether God really does exist and love us, after death these claims will 

be verified. (fhis raises an interesting issue about the meaningfulness of any claims about 

the future - would logical positivists count as meaningful the assertion 'in a thousand 

years, the first Wednesday in March will be a very wet day for Scotland'?) Critics of Hick 

have argued that 'eschatological verification' is not possible, because even if there is an 

afterlife and even if we do have physical senses in it with which to perceive things, they 

will not necessarily be the same senses that we have now; and if there is no afterlife, then 

there will be no-one to do the verifying. 

Eventually it became clear, and Ayer himself agreed, that the theory could not be adjusted 

so that scientific and historical statements were seen to be meaningful and yet religious 

claims were ruled out. However, there were and are still those who consider that there 

are some assertions which, because of the lack of any possibility of empirical evidence, 
are meaningless. The falsification principle was developed as a modification of the 

verification principle, once it had been accepted that the verification principle was 

unsound. 

A. ]. Ayer's work on the verification principle 
encouraged new discussion of the meaningfulness 
of religious language. 

The challenge of Flew: the falsification principle 

Antony Flew's article 'Theology and falsification' (New Essays in Philosophical Theology, 
eds. Antony Flew and Alasdair Macintyre, SCM Press, 1955), has become one of the best

known pieces of writing on the subject of religious language. In this article, Flew returned 

to the debate begun by the logical positivists, suggesting that instead of insisting that a 
statement should be verifiable, it should instead be falsifiable. 
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Flew began his article by referring to a parable from John Wisdom's paper 'Gods'. In this 

parable, two explorers come across a clearing in the jungle, and in the clearing there are 

both flowers and weeds. One of the explorers is convinced that there must be a gardener 

who comes to the clearing and looks after it, but the other disagrees. The two explorers 
decide to settle their argument by lying in wait for the gardener, but he never appears. 

The one who believes in the existence of the gardener suggests that perhaps he is an 

invisible gardener, so they set up all sorts of traps, but still no gardener is found. The 
Believer continues to qualify his assertion that there is a gardener, by saying that he is 

invisible, silent, intangible and so on, until eventually the sceptical explorer asks 'But 

what remains of your original assertion? Just how does what you call an invisible, 

intangible, eternally elusive gardener differ from an imaginary gardener or even from no 
gardener at all?' 

just how does what you call an invisible, 
intangible, eternally elusive gardener 
differ from an imaginary gardener or 

even from no gardener at all? 

Flew draws a parallel between the Believer and a religious person who makes claims such 

as 'God loves us as a father loves his children' and 'God has a plan'. According to Flew, 

when these beliefs are challenged, for example when evil and suffering are encountered, 
religious believers do not accept that they are wrong and that God does not love us after 

all, or that God has no plan. Instead, they qualify their claim by saying that God's love is 

not like human love, or that God's plans are a mystery to us. Every time something 

happens to challenge his or her belie~ the religious person meets it with further 
modifications, until eventually there is nothing left of the original assertion. Flew 

concludes that the claims religious believers make about the nature and activity of God 
die a 'death by a thousand qualifications'; in the end the believers are saying nothing 

meaningful at all. 

For Flew, if a statement is to have any meaning it has to assert something, and at the same 

time deny the opposite of that assertion; saying 'x is y' has at the same time to say 'x is 

not not y' in order to be meaningful. An assertion has to rule out some states of affairs. 

C. Stephen Evans, in Philosophy of Religion, puts Flew's point of view as 'an assertion 

which does not rule out anything, but rather is compatible with any conceivable state of 

affairs, does not appear to assert anything either.' So, for example, if I said I was standing 

on a mountain, that would rule out some states of affairs - I would not be sitting down, 
for example, or lying on a beach, or reading in the bath. In asserting that I am standing 

on a mountain, I am ruling out some states of affairs. If you asked 'Under what 

circumstances would your claim to be standing on a mountain be false?' I could answer 

with some examples, 'If I were weeding my garden, my claim to be standing on a 
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mountain would be false.' But, Flew argues, when theists talk of God and his attributes, 

they refuse to rule out any states of affairs. If asked, 'Under what circumstances would 

your statement that God loves us be false?' they would not be able to think of any. 

Whatever happened, however cruel or frightening, they would still cling to their original 

assertion, all the while qualifying it with claims that God's love is mysterious. For Flew, a 

claim which cannot be falsified at least in principle is not a meaningful claim at all. 

Responses to Flew's 'falsification principle' 

In response to Flew, Richard Swinburne argues that we do not have to be able to specify 

what would count against an assertion, in order for that assertion to be meaningful. He 

argues, in 1be Coherence of 1beism (Oxford University Press, 1977), that we cannot 

specify what would count against scientific theories of the beginnings of the universe, for 

example, because we do not know enough about the scientific theories involved, but this 
does not make the theories meaningless to us. This is because we accept that there is 

undoubtedly something which, hypothetically at least, could count against those theories, 

if only we understood what their implications were. For Swinburne's objection to work, 

we have to allow that something could count against the existence of God, or the nature 

of God as traditionally understood, even if we cannot specify what that might be. 

H you are an atheist, can you imagine anything that could happen to make you 
believe in God after all? 

R. M. Hare responded to Flew (in New Essays in Philosophical Theology) with a 

parable of his own. He asked us to imagine a lunatic who is convinced that all 

university dons want to murder him. No matter how many kindly dons he meets, he 

is not shaken from his belief that they are only pretending to be kind as part of their 

plots to kill him. There is nothing that the dons could ever do to persuade him that 

he is wrong in his belief Hare invents the word 'blik' to describe this man's 

unfalsifiable conviction. Hare's argument is that we all have our own 'bliks' with 

which we approach the world and make judgements about it; we all have 

unfalsifiable ways of framing our understanding of our experiences which help us to 

find meaning in the world. The belief that everything happens by chance is just as 

much a 'blik' as the belief that things happen according to the will of God or that 

everything was 'meant to be'. Religious people have 'bliks', but so do atheists, and 

each finds meaning. 

I 
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C. Stephen Evans, however, argues that this view is not very coherent, because Hare 

talks about bliks being right or wrong, sane or insane, without explaining how this 

might be. We do not know how we might judge them as right or wrong when they 
are unfalsifiable. 

Nevertheless, it could be argued that Flew's confidence in empirical evidence as the 

final test of meaning is, in itself, unfalsifiable. Flew's article finishes with the question: 
'What would have to occur or to have occurred to constitute for you a disproof of the 

love of, or the existence of, God?' The religious believer might want to respond to 
him with a similar question: 'What would have to occur or to have occurred to 

constitute for you a disproof of the primacy of empirical evidence?' 

Other thinkers have argued that religious language is not necessarily about making 

propositions, but that it can have truth and meaning in a much wider variety of ways. 

R. B. Braithwaite, for example, accepted that religious statements are not cognitive 
assertions, but went on to argue that they could still be meaningful; they could be 

giving moral imperatives, for example, or using important symbols about a way of 
life. One problem with Braithwaite's view is that people who make religious truth

claims often intend the words to mean exacdywhat they say. If they say 'God is love', 

then they mean that there is a God, who exists, and whose nature is love, they don't 

just mean that we should act lovingly towards one another. If that was what they 

meant, that is what they would say. The person making the statement should be 

allowed some knowledge of what they mean when they speak. 

Paul Tillich argued that God is not 'a being' but 'being-itself', and that religious 

language is not cognitive (talking about things that can be known) but symbolic. 

Symbols are not the same as facts, and therefore it is wrong to criticise them as if they 

were. Symbols cannot be verifiable or falsifiable- if someone says 'My love is like a 

red, red rose', it would not make sense to ask if this was true or false. Symbols need 

not be meaningless, even if they are unverifiable; they can be effective or ineffective 
ways of drawing religious believers to 'the power of being'. 

In his book Religious Language, Peter Donovan _oudines several ways in which 

religious language might have meaning without m~tional sta!_ements. 
For example, it includes commands, expressions of preference, ·questions and so on. 

Words are used performatively or to solemnise occasions, such as 'I baptise you in 

the name of the Lord', 'Go forth in peace', and 'The Lord be with you', and these are 

meaningful uses of language where it would not be appropriate to follow with the 

question 'true or false?' Donovan claims that religious language is not usually used 

to make truth-claims and assertions; these are one small part of religious language: 
'The use of language within religious behaviour is generally not of the argumentative, 
fact-claiming kind.' 
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Since the days of the Vienna Circle, the philosophy of language has moved on, and 

shown that language is concerned with much more than just the making of 
statements which might or might not be literally true. The work of Wittgenstein did 

much to illustrate the different functions which language performs. 

Wittgenstein's theory of language-games 

Ludwig Wittgenstein was a fascinating character, whom many believe to be the 

greatest philosopher of the twentieth century. He was the youngest of eight children 

of a very wealthy and influential Viennese family; their father had become rich in the 
steel business, and Ludwig Wittgenstein inherited a fortune from him. All the 

children were intellectually gifted, and all were inclined to extreme self-criticism. 

Three out ofWittgenstein's four brothers eventually took their own lives; the survivor 

became a world-famous pianist, continuing his career even after he lost an arm in the 

First World War. Ludwig Wittgenstein went to school with Adolf Hitler, and according 

to some sources, Hitler's hatred of the Jews was sparked in his childhood by an 

intense dislike of Wittgenstein, whose parents were both of Jewish descent. 

Wittgenstein (front left) and 
Hitler (back right) were at 

school together. It is alleged 
that Hitler disliked 

Wittgenstein because of 
Wittgenstein 's 
intellect. 

superior 

Although Wittgenstein was Viennese, he spent most of his working life as a 

philosopher in Cambridge. As a student, he followed an engineering course, and 

became intrigued by philosophical questions raised by mathematics, especially after 

he had read Bertrand Russell and Schopenhauer. One of the conclusions that he 

drew, and continued to accept throughout his life, was that reality is not all 

completely intelligible to us. Wittgenstein thought that it was important to recognise 
this. There are many aspects of reality that we can experience with the senses, and 

that we can talk about using commonly understood terms. However, there are other 

aspects which we cannot experience, which we have difficulty understanding and 

which we find it hard to conceptualise - the nature of infinity, for example, or the 

I 
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concept of timelessness. In Wittgenstein's view, people should confine themselves to 

talking only about those parts of reality which can be conceptualised. Those other 
areas may have reality and truth, or they may not, but we will never know, and we 

will always be unable to talk about them meaningfully. Wittgenstein's best-known 

saying relates to these ideas: 'Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must remain 

silent.' 

In his early work, to which he gave the rather uninviting tide Tractatus Logico
Philosophicus (1921), Wittgenstein attempted to set out principles to demonstrate 

what could, and could not, be expressed in language. By doing this, he hoped also 
to show the scope and limitations of philosophy and of human reason. It was this 

book which had such a profound effect on the Vienna Circle and on all of those 

logical positivists who embraced its ideas. However, although he was quite convinced 

at the time that he had found answers to many philosophical problems with this 

work, in later life, Wittgenstein began to think that he might have been wrong about 

the limitations of the meaningfulness of language, and that his criteria for 

determining meaningfulness might have been too narrow. 

Wittgenstein's later work explored the ways in which language can have meaning in 

different ways and on different levels. He looked at how words can indicate more 

than one idea at a time, and how language is a process, developing and changing in 

different times. He also explored the idea of language usage in different contexts, 
showing how different groups of people, all engaged in the same activity, can use 

words with a meaning that they might not have in a different context. For example, 

physicists studying magnetism might use the word 'field' in a way that is very specific 

to what they are doing, and a listener would need to know something about 

magnetism in order to understand them properly, whereas a farmer might use the 

word 'field' in a very different sense. A cricketer might use the same word too- and 

all these different uses would be related, where the word 'field' is used to designate 
a particular area, while at the same time there must be an understanding of the 

community and the context before the full meaning is clear. 

Wittgenstein saw language in terms of a game, where we know how to play it once 

we understand the rules. He was not implying that language is trivial, or that words 

are used as a way of playing tricks on people, but he thought that the analogy of a 

game would be useful as a way of highlighting and explaining the scope and 

limitations of language. 

We can say that we know what a word means, once we can use it in context, he 

argued; learning a language is like learning a game, where we understand how and 

when to use particular words by seeing how they are used. We accept that words are 

used in certain ways because we recognise the role they have in the whole game. 

Wittgenstein uses the example of a chess piece; we might learn that a certain piece is 
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called a 'king', but we will not really understand this until we have played chess and 
understood the significance of the king within it. There is no point in arguing about 
how language is used. It might seem unreasonable that we use certain words in 
certain ways, but if you want to play the language-game, you just accept the rules that 

have been agreed by everyone else. 

Wittgenstein argued that language can be 
understood using the analogy of a game. When we 
participate in the game and learn how everyone 
plays it, the language all starts to make sense. 

Another of Wittgenstein's illustrations is when he asks us to imagine being in the 
driver's cabin of a steam train. We would be able to see all sorts of different buttons, 
pedals and levers, but we would not really understand them properly unless we had 
a go at driving the train. Then we would understand which were the really important 
controls and which were secondary; which ones only worked if you used them in 
conjunction with others; which ones had to be handled with special care; and which 
were only used in exceptional circumstances. 

What might the word 'result' mean to a sports player? What might it mean to 

someone working in a medical laboratory? What might it mean to a student? Do 
you think Wittgenstein is right to argue that we can only understand meaning 
from within the language-game? 

Wittgenstein, in On Certainty (Blackwell, 1969), showed that language makes 
statements which are groundless. We cannot justify the statement 'this is a piece of 
paper'; we cannot find reasoning to support why we call it this, it is just how we were 
educated to conceptualise the world. Definitions are 'groundless beliefs' but they 
shape the way in which we understand the world to an enormous extent. 
Wittgenstein argued that religious belief shapes the way the world is seen in a similar 

sort of way. Our beliefs about whether or not there is a Last Judgement, for example, 
will be groundless, but they will shape the way we think and the decisions we make 
to a large extent. 
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The Welsh philosopher D. Z. Phillips (1934-2006) took a Wittgensteinian approach, 

and argued that religious language was just a way of defining the rules of the game 

of religion. 'God is love', he argued, is not a description of an actual existent being, 

but a way of showing how the word 'God' is to be used. The same kind of argument 

can be made about religious experience: that it has to be seen within the context of 

the religion as a whole before it can be judged. The argument is made that religious 

language is meaningful for those who genuinely use it, and it does not need to be 

justified to those who do not participate in that particular language-game. Many of 

the terms and concepts only make sense within the context of participation in the 

'game' of religion. Just as it would not make sense to speak of shoppers in Marks and 
Spencer being 'offside' or 'checkmated', it might also not make sense to talk of 

salvation, sin, enlightenment or communion outside the context of religious 
participation. 

Peter Donovan, in his book Religious Language, takes up Wittgenstein's analogy of 

the use of language-games. He emphasises that philosophers are not suggesting that 

religions are games, but that this is a useful way of understanding how the language 

of religion has a special meaning: 

It is only when we are engaged in the jewish and Christian religious language
games that the question 'Was jesus the Messiah?' can be properly understood, and 
as we know, it is answered differently within each of those two language-games . ... 
The same is true, equally, of the many actions, gestures and forms of worship which 
make up religious behaviour. They mean what they do because of their connections 
with other parts of the religious system and its thought-world. Statements in 
religious language, like moves in games, are context-dependent. It has thus become 
quite common amongst philosophers of religion to speak of the way language is 
used in a certain religious tradition as the 'language-game' of that religion. That 
way of speaking is a useful reminder that misunderstanding and confusion are 
likely to result if statements are taken away from their context, and analysed 
without regard to the usual circumstances in which they are uttered, the moves they 
are used to make, and the point of the game as a whole. 

As with a game, the more people participate in religious behaviour, the more they 

will understand the language and the subtleties of its use. Other aspects of games can 
also be used in this analogy: with religion, as well as with games, there is the concept 

of developing skill, of having goals, of achieving success, of training and practice, of 

emotional commitment and loyalty. 
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The world is like a picture with a golden background, and we the figures in the 
picture. Until you step off the plane of the picture into the large dimensions of death 
you cannot see the gold. (C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain, Geoffrey Bles, 1940) 

One of the central teachings of Christianity, and of many other religions, is that we 
will in some sense survive death - that death is not the end of life, but merely a stage 

through which we shall pass. Paul, in his letter to the Corinthians, speaks with 
absolute certainty of life after death, persuading the first Christians that their struggle 

against persecution was worth fighting because, even if they were killed, they would 

continue in the next life: 

For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with 

immortality. When the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the 
mortal with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: 'Death has 
been swallowed up in victory. Where, 0 death, is your victory? Where, 0 death, is 
your sting?' (I Corinthians 15:53-5) 

The resurrection of Jesus is at the core of traditional Christian doctrine. Christians 
believe that after Jesus was crucified, he rose again back to life and could be seen 

walking around and heard talking to people - he could even be touched. They 

believe that the resurrection of Jesus shows that life after death is not only possible 
but certain. 

For Muslims, too, life after death is a certainty, because it is promised in the Qur'an. 

This life is understood to be a preparation for the afterlife, when people will be 

judged. Their bodies will be resurrected from the graves, and there will be reward for 

believers and punishment for unbelievers. 

Muslims believe that this earthly life is a time of 
preparation and testing for the afterlife. 
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In Hinduism, Buddhism and Sikhism, life after death is seen in a different way. These 

religions teach that people do not have just one life on this earth but many. When 
they die, they are rebom into the world as another human being (or in some beliefs, 

as an animal), and they have many opportunities to develop spiritually, to rid 
themselves of greed and eventually to escape the cycle of birth and death. 

or do 

about 

Yet the concept of life after death is immediately problematic. Life and death are 

usually considered to be mutually exclusive states. Living things, according to 

biologists, exhibit certain characteristics: they feed, move, respire, grow, excrete, 

reproduce and are sensitive. Non-living things lack these characteristics and, when 

something which was alive no longer has the ability to do these things, it is dead, 

there is no more life in it. There does not seem to be the possibility of being dead 

but also being alive. 

Antony Flew, for example, in his book Merely Mortal: Can You Survive Your Own 
Death? (Prometheus, 2001) argued: 

In the ordinary, everyday understanding of the words involved, to say that someone 
survived death is to contradict yourself; while to assert that all of us live forever is 
to assert a manifest falsehood, the flat contrary of a universal truth: namely, the 
truth that all human beings are mortal. For when, after some disaster, the 'dead' 
and the 'survivors' have both been listed, what logical space remains for a third 
category? 

Flew and others argue that the whole idea of life after death, whether it is 

reincarnation or resurrection, is meaningless. Logical positivists (see pages 212-16) 

in general hold this view - life after death is impossible to test empirically (using the 

senses), it can neither be verified nor falsified, and is therefore meaningless. Not only 

is survival of death incapable of being tested, it is a totally incoherent concept. 
Religious believers, then, when faced with philosophical questions about life after 

death, have to be able to show that it makes coherent sense as a concept, as well as 

showing that it is not unreasonable for people to believe that it happens. 

There are various different ways in which we might be believed to 'live on' after our 

deaths. We could be said to live on through other people's memories of us, and 
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through work we have produced and left behind, for example. Not many people 

would disagree that this happens, although few would want to go as far as to call it 

'life after death'. We could also be said to live on through our descendants, by passing 
on our genes as a contribution to the world 'gene pool'; but this too is not the kind 

of living after death that religious believers mean us to understand. 'Life after death' 
as a religious belief involves the survival of the individual as a person, able to do at 

least some of the things that a person does, and in a conscious way. 

Kant and life after death 

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) believed that life after death is necessary for moral 

reasons. According to Kant, we all have an innate sense that we should behave 

morally - not because doing good will bring us benefits, but simply because doing 

good is the right thing to do. He argued that we share a sense that we should strive 
to achieve 'the highest good', or the summum bonum. The summum bonum is not 

just a state of virtue, but is a state where goodness is rewarded with happiness - we 

all feel, according to Kant, that this is the ideal and something which we ought to 

work towards. 

From these premises, Kant went on to argue that if we feel we ought to strive to 

achieve the summum bonum, then it must also be possible. 'Ought' implies 'can'

we only feel we ought to do those things which are actually within our power. So we . 

might feel that we ought to save water by not leaving taps running unnecessarily and 

by taking showers instead of baths, and we feel we ought to do this because these are 

things we can do. We do not, however, feel that we ought to provide clean, safe, 
plentiful water for the planet, because this is beyond our reach as individuals. 

If, then, we feel that we ought to aim for the summum bonum, where goodness 

is rewarded with happiness, then this must (in Kant's view) mean that we can 

achieve it. 

Kant argued that our sense of justice requires 
that there should be life after death. 

Key term 

To postulate 
to assume the 
existence of 

something, for 

the purposes of 

reasoning. 
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However, clearly, in this life goodness is not always rewarded with happiness. Some 
people lead morally good lives, devote themselves to the service of others and try to 

deal fairly and honestly with everyone they meet and yet they never make very much 

money, or they suffer tragedies. Others are selfish, greedy and prosperous. Kant came 
to the conclusion that we therefore have to postulate the existence of God, and the 

existence of an afterlife, in order to achieve justice. Without God, and without an 

afterlife, our sense that we ought to be good would be futile. 

Critics of Kant's argument point out, of course, that there is no reason to assume 

there is any justice. We might have a strong sense that life should be fair, the good 

should be rewarded and the wicked should be punished, but our sense that it ought 

to be so is not evidence that it is so. Our sense that we ought to be good might very 

well be futile. It might also be argued that, whatever life after death is like, it cannot 

compensate for the unfairness of this life. 

What is the soul? 

Belief in life after death suggests a particular understanding of the relation between 

the 'person', or the 'essential self', and the body. The body is seen as a kind of vehicle 

which the person lives in, and which the person needs in order to be able to 

continue. Not all thinkers, however, have agreed about this relationship between the 

'person' and the body, and nor have they agreed on what it is that identifies a person. 

The concept of the 'soul' has been understood in a variety of different ways 

throughout history, and even today there is no definite agreement on the nature of 
the soul and the ways in which it relates to other aspects of the human person. 

Do people have souls? The answer to this is, of course, dependent on our 

understanding of what the soul is. Thinkers in all cultural contexts have struggled 
with this question, asking themselves exactly what it is that defines a 'person'. What 

makes me this individual, rather than another? Am I no more than a mixture of 

chemical elements, as the materialist would claim, or do I have some kind of extra 
'essential nature'? 
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Is it possible to explain humanity, and all other 
life forms, purely in terms of physical elements? 
Or does each individual have an essential 'self' 
or 'soul'? 

John Locke (1632-1704) raised the problem of what it is that makes us individuals. 

He presented a story of a prince and a cobbler, to illustrate his point. The story says 

that once a cobbler and a prince woke up to find themselves in each other's bodies. 

The cobbler was anxious to explain that he had not broken into the palace, but that 

he had no idea how he got there - but because he had the appearance of the prince, 

no-one understood what his problem was. The prince, waking up in the cobbler's 

body, was angry with the cobbler's wife in bed beside him, thinking that she had 

kidnapped him, and demanded to be returned to the palace. Locke raised the 

question: which person was which? Is it the mind that makes the individual, or the 

body? "What makes us what we are? Is it our appearance, our memories, our 

individual personality traits, or is it something else? 

The problems raised by Locke have implications for theories of resurrection and of 

reincarnation. For many, saying that one person who has died is identical with 

another person in a different body is incoherent. 

Discussion of the relation between the mind and the soul is also unresolved. We talk 

about someone having, or being, 'a good soul' but we mean something very different 

from what we mean when we say someone has 'a good mind'. Most theists believe 

that people have souls, even when their minds have been almost completely 

destroyed through accident or old age; yet the soul is described as the part of a 

person which develops a relationship with God, the part which is conscious and 

which makes moral decisions. It can be difficult to see how this could be possible for 

someone with very little mental awareness. "When people talk about life after death, 

they almost invariably refer to mental abilities such as memory as well as moral 

capabilities, suggesting that the mind and the soul are inextricably linked. 

In some religions, such as Christianity and Judaism, the soul and the body are not 

separate, but are different aspects of a single entity. In other religions, such as 

Hinduism, the soul is 'more real' than the body- the person is, essentially, the soul, 

and the body is simply the physical vehicle which the soul inhabits. Buddhism, in 

contrast, teaches that there is no such thing as a soul, and that people's sense of 

themselves as having a unique immortal essence is based on illusion. 
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Plato's understanding of the soul 

Plato believed that the physical world and the world of Forms were two separate realms, 

and in the same way, he made a distinction between the soul and the body, taking a 

dualist approach. In his view, the body and the soul were almost opposites. The soul has 

the ability to know the truth and to understand the Forms as they really are, through 

reason; whereas the body, in contrast, is physical and can learn only through physical 

sense experience. Knowledge gained through sense experience was, for Plato, inferior to 

the knowledge that can be gained through reason, because the senses can often be 

mistaken. The body, because it is physical, is in a constant process of change, and 

therefore cannot be the object of certain knowledge and cannot be the source of 

knowledge. 

The soul, however, is capable of certain knowledge. Plato deduced that this must mean 

that the soul is unchanging - and, therefore, it must be immortal, not only existing after 

death but also pre-existing before birth. 

Plato's views about the soul developed during the course of his life, and, for the modern 

reader, it can be difficult to pin down exactly what he meant. 

Plato thought that people's inner, mental life was the most important thing about 

them. This inner life included their hopes, their motives, their opinions and 

emotions. He gave the name psyche to this inner life, making a distinction between 

it and the physical body, which was imperfect because it was always changing, like the 

rest of the physical world. The psyche, or soul, was the 'real' part of the person, 

somehow temporarily attached to a physical body but immortal and destined to live 
on after death. 

The soul was seen as a kind of guiding force, helping the mind and the body to work 

together in the same direction for the benefit of the individual. According to Plato, 

the soul was made up of three distinct elements: 

• 
• 
• 

reason 

emotion 

appetite . 

These, in Plato's view, are the three basic instincts which animate us and inspire us 

into action. Reason is the highest, most superior of the three elements, followed by 

emotion, with appetite as the most inferior. Reason allows us to gain knowledge, to 

distinguish right from wrong, and to understand the Forms. Emotion allows us to 

love, and inspires us to acts of courage but if it is left unchecked, we can become 

reckless and conceited. Appetites are necessary to encourage us to look after the 

physical needs of our bodies but, again, if left unchecked, can cause us to drift into 

lives of hedonism and become little better than animals. 

I 
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Each of the three elements of the soul plays a part in the balance of the individual. 
Plato gave the analogy of a charioteer guiding two horses to show how he thought 

the three different strands worked together. Reason is the charioteer, the guiding 
force with the sense of purpose. It keeps the other two 'horses', emotion and 
appetite, in check, making sure that they are heading in the same direction and are 
not distracted. Plato thought a person should always allow reason and logic to take 
the lead, rather than letting the demands of emotion or appetites obscure wisdom. 

Plato thought that the soul worked 
as a charioteer, allowing reason to 
keep the emotion and appetite in 
check. 

largely on 

Plato believed that the soul survived the death of the body; he also believed that the 
soul lived before physical birth too, so that when we learn things, we are actually 
remembering them rather than encountering them for the first time. What we 
understand as intuition was, for Plato, memory. In the soul's life before birth, it lives 
in the world of Forms and gains true knowledge of ideals and of how things really 
are, so that when in this life we feel we intuitively know what is good or just or 

beautiful, it is really because we have already encountered these qualities in their 
ideal form before birth. 

In his work Phaedo, Plato puts into the mouth of Socrates his beliefs about the 
immortality of the soul. Plato wanted to show that Socrates had not failed in his 
mission to educate people, even though he had been executed, because his soul 
would continue to immortality after death. It would be released from the body and 
able to renew its contemplation of the Form of the Good. Socrates argues that the 
soul continues to live on in a state where it still has thought and intelligence and, 
after death, it is undisturbed by the distractions of constant bodily demands so that 
it can reach its highest state. Socrates also argues that the soul necessarily must 
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continue in living, because life is the essence of what a soul is. The soul animates the 
person by giving it life; so if a soul is a life-giving essence, then it was obvious (to 
Socrates and Plato) that it must always have life. 

Cebes, the character in dialogue with Socrates in the Phaedo, is not entirely 

convinced and asks for an explanation to support belief in the immortality of the 

soul. Cebes suggests that perhaps, at the point of death, the soul simply dissolves and 

disperses 'like breath or smoke'. In response, Plato (through the mouthpiece of 

Socrates) presents arguments to justify the view that the soul is immortal. 

He argues that every quality comes into being from its own opposite, or at least 

depends on its opposite to have any existence at all. Something is 'big' because there 

are smaller things; something else is 'bright' because there are duller things; 

something else again is 'hot' because there are colder things. Qualities, then, depend 
on their status relative to each other. Plato uses this notion to draw the conclusion 

that therefore life comes from death, and death comes from life, in an endless chain 
of birth, death and rebirth. 

Plato also uses an argument from knowledge to support his belief in the immortality 

of the soul. In the dialogue Meno, a slave-boy with no education is given a geometry 

puzzle to solve. Through questioning, the boy is able to work out the answer to the 

problem, which (to Plato) illustrated that the boy must have been using knowledge 

he already had, from before birth. Plato thought that our intuitions were evidence of 

knowledge attained before birth. This, to Plato, was evidence that our souls had once 
lived in the world of perfect Forms. 

The Myth of Er 

At the end of Plato's Republic, Plato introduces a story known as the Myth of Er, in which 

he raises some ideas about life after death. In the story; told by Socrates of course, a 
soldier called Er died on the battlefield. At least, he appeared to die, but ten days later, 

when it was safe for the bodies to be recovered for funerals, there was no sign that Er's 

body had decomposed at all. On the twelfth day, when Er's body had been placed on the 

funeral pyre, he suddenly came back to life and was able to tell everyone all that he had 
experienced of the afterlife . 

• 
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He told them that, once he had died, he set out on a journey in which he encountered 

judges who rewarded and punished the souls of those who had died. Those who had 
lived morally good lives went upward into a place where they were rewarded for all their 

good deeds; those who had been immoral were punished with pain equal to ten times 

the amount of pain they had inflicted on earth. Some had committed crimes so bad that 

they could never be released from underground punishment. Er also witnessed the way 

in which souls choose for themselves a new life on earth, either animal or human, before 

being reborn. Sometimes, those who had been rewarded chose new lives of great power 

and dictatorship, without considering the sorts of deeds they might have to commit in 

order to achieve such power. Those who had been punished sometimes chose more 
wisely, having learned from their experiences. Only the philosophical, who understood 

the importance of choosing a new life of peace and justice, benefited from the cycle of 

life and death. The others simply ricocheted between happiness and misery; reward and 
punishment. 

According to many scholars, the Myth of Er is meant to demonstrate the necessity of 

seeking wisdom through philosophy in order for the soul to benefit. They come to 

understand what makes a good life and leads to reward, and what to avoid. Each person 
has a conscious choice to make about his or her next life, and therefore carries all the 

responsibility for it. 

Once the souls had chosen their destinies, they were given some water to drink from the 

River of Forgetfulness, which made them forget all of their previous life and their afterlife 
experiences; except for Er, who was freed to return to his funeral pyre and educate his 
friends. 

Criticisms of Plato's view of the soul 

One criticism that has been made of Plato's understanding of the soul is that it does not 

seem to match our experience of ourselves as unified wholes. The theory does not do 

justice to the way we perceive ourselves as having a single, unified mind and personality. 

When we are thinking about abstract truths, for example puzzling over a problem of 
mathematics, and then we feel the need to go to the loo or to have a snack, we do not 
have a sense of having different strands which want to go in different directions - there 

is a much greater sense of being a single entity than that. However, Plato points out that 

there are times when we do feel the need to overcome our own emotions and appetites, 

because of our reason. For example, someone might say something hurtful to us which 

provokes the emotional response of wanting to cry; but our reason tells us that crying 

would be an inappropriate way to behave in that social situation. This internal struggle 

was, for Plato, evidence of these different and sometimes competing elements in our 
souls. 
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Another criticism is that Plato's ideas about the immortality of the soul depend on our 
accepting the rest of his beliefs about the world of Forms and the nature of knowledge. 
We may not agree with him that there is an eternal world of unchanging Forms from 
which we get our knowledge, in which case the belief that we will one day return to the 
world of Forms has no basis. 

Plato's 'argument from the cycle of opposites' has been criticised on the grounds that it 
is not supported by experience. We can think of plenty of things which are not 'brought 
about' by their opposite. Black does not bring about white, and hunger does not bring 
about satisfaction. We might recognise things for what they are, because of their 

opposites, so that, for example, we know when something is warm because we 
understand coolness, but this does not necessitate any kind of cycle. Life can be the 
opposite of death, without it meaning that life must be brought about by death. 

Aristotle and the soul 

Aristotle, in contrast to Plato, thought that the soul and body were inseparable. He gave 
the example of a wax tablet with a stamp impressed on it - the shape made by the stamp 
is inseparable from the wax, just as the soul is inseparable from the person. In Aristotle's 
view, the soul is a 'substance', which was a term he used in his own way to mean the 

'essence' or 'real thing'. Aristotle saw a problem: how could we say that the newborn 
baby, the toddler, the child, the adolescent, the adult and the elderly man are all the 'same 
person'? The physical body is in a continual state of change, but the 'substance' remains 
the same, in terms of the continuing identity. This was what Aristotle understood to be 
the soul. 

Aristotle considered the soul to include the matter and structure of the body with its 
functions and capabilities. Unlike Plato, he thought that the soul could be explained in 
purely natural terms, rather than by making reference to any supernatural realm. In his 
treatise De Anima (On the soul) he began by saying that 'the soul is in some sense the 

principle of animal life'. Aristotle thought that there were various kinds of soul. Plants 
have a vegetative or 'nutritive' soul, in that they have the capability to get nourishment for 
themselves and to ensure the reproduction of the species, but they have no ability to 
reason or make plans. Animals have 'perceptive' souls, because they have senses with 
which to experience the world around them, and they react to different stimuli. They 
have enough intelligence to distinguish between pleasure and pain. Humans have a 

higher degree of soul because they have the ability to reason, and they can tell right from 
wrong. For Aristotle, then, the soul was not some separate entity, distinct from the body, 
but was completely dependent on the body. The soul is the capacity that the body has to 
do whatever it is meant to do. 

If an axe, for example, had a soul, then that soul would involve chopping, because that is 

the function of an axe and the reason why it is structured the way that it is. The 'soul' of 
a human person is the potential for rational thought and activity. 
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Because Aristotle believed that the soul and the body could not be separated, his view did 

not allow for the idea that the soul could survive the death of the body in any way. 
However, as his thought developed, Aristotle began to wonder if perhaps the reason 
might be able to survive even when the body had died; but his thoughts on the nature of 
human reason and the extent to which the reason requires a physical body are among the 
most difficult and obscure of his writings. He did not seem to think that the reason could 
continue in the sense of it still being an individual personality; and it is not likely that 
Aristotle believed people could live after death in any personal sense. 'To attain any 

assured knowledge of the soul is one of the most difficult things in the world' (Aristotle, 
De Anima, Book 1). 

Richard Dawkins' materialist view 

Modern materialist views, such as those held by Richard Dawkins, assume that there 

is no part of a person that is non-physical. Following the traditions of Aristotle, 
materialists believe that the consciousness cannot be separated from the brain, 
because, for the materialist, nothing exists except matter. The materialist view, then, 

rules out the possibilities of any form of conscious life after death, since 
consciousness is caused by purely physical phenomena so once the brain has died, 
the consciousness must end. 

Richard Dawkins, in his book The Selfish Gene, proposes that humans are nothing 
more than 'survival machines', and he completely discounts the idea that humans 
have any kind of soul to distinguish them from other species. Humans, like other 
living creatures, are the vehicles of genes, which are only interested in replicating 
themselves in order to survive into the next generation. Of course, Dawkins 
understood that genes do not have the capacity to think and to have intentions in any 
literal way, so that to speak of what they are 'interested in' or of their 'selfishness' is 

to use metaphor and analogy. His point was that human beings do not have immortal 
souls and instead are simply a mixture of chemicals: 'survival machines - robot 
vehicles blindly programmed to preserve the selfish molecules known as genes'. 

In his book River out of Eden, Dawkins asserts: 'there is no spirit-driven life force, no 
throbbing, heaving, pullulating, protoplasmic, mystic jelly. Life is just bytes and bytes 
and bytes of digital information.' This does not, for Dawkins, mean that life has 
nothing awe-inspiring about it. He finds the whole evolutionary process awe
inspiring, and also the achievements of great men and women. However, he does not 
believe that we need any additional supernatural 'soul' to explain this. 

In Dawkins' view, human self-awareness is not due to any kind of soul but has 
developed because self-awareness has evolutionary advantages. Genes replicate 
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themselves more effectively if they 'work together' in 'colonies' (and, again, it should 

be understood that Dawkins uses these words metaphorically rather than literally). 

The individual person is really a 'colony' of genes working together in an animal that 

has become so complex that it is aware of itself It can make plans, envisage the world 

with itself as an active part of that world, and imagine different futures, because this 

consciousness has the evolutionary advantage of allowing deliberate choices to be 

made. 

Whatever philosophical problems with consciousness, for the purposes of this story it 
can be thought of as the culmination of an evolutionary trend towards the 
emancipation of survival machines as executive decision takers from their ultimate 
masters, the genes. Not only are brains in charge of the day to day running of survival 
machine affairs, they have also acquired the ability to predict the future and act 

accordingly, they even have the power to rebel against the dictates of the genes, for 
instance in refusing to have as many children as they are able to. In this respect man is 

a very special case. (Dawkins, The Selfish Gene, Oxford University Press, 1976) 

Dawkins argues, as did Bertrand Russell, that religious belief in ideas such as the 

immortality of the soul have no sound basis. They are beliefs based on wish-fulfilment for 

those who lack courage, who fear death and who cannot cope with the idea of their own 
mortality. 

In the materialist view, consciousness and 
self-awareness are explicable in physical 

terms. There is no need to suppose the 
existence of a soul. 

For the materialist, consciousness is no more than electro-chemical events within the 
brain, and therefore the individual person is incapable of surviving brain death. 

Consciousness is not some extra-special 'magic ingredient' that gives humanity 

special status as the 'image of God', but is simply a rather wonderful aspect of 

evolution. However, the relation between consciousness and the brain is something 

which remains a mystery to science. Some believe that one day, neuroscientists will 

understand precisely how the chemicals in our bodies lead us to self-awareness and 
personality, while others believe that this will always be beyond our comprehension. 

We might one day know the neural processes which underpin consciousness, but we 

will never know for certain whether consciousness is no more than physical chemical 
changes. 
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Christian understanding of the soul 

In the Christian tradition, as well as in many other religions, the whole concept of 

personhood is closely associated with the belief that people have souls, which sets 

them apart from other created life forms. It is believed that God gives people their 

souls as a kind of 'divine spark', so that they are made in God's image. In the Bible, 

when the animals are made, they are just living creatures, but when humanity is 

made, God puts something of himself into the man: 'The Lord God formed man from 

the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and man 

became a living being' (Genesis 2:7). 

Traditional Christian thinking explains that the soul is the 'subject of' mental and 

spiritual states, the 'essential person'. The soul is seen to encompass the mind 

and the spirit (although this, of course, begs the question of what we mean by 'spirit' 

and whether it is different from the soul). The soul goes beyond mental intelligence 

and reason, while also including it, so that it is possible for the religious believer to 

put reason and argument to one side in the search for spiritual enlightenment, and 

experience God in a 'cloud of unknowing'. For the Christian, a machine with artificial 

intelligence could have the powers of reason and logic, but it could never have a soul 

because it would lack the spiritual capacity to develop a relationship with God. 

Christians often believe that the soul will be judged by God after death. Those who 

have repented of their sins and turned to Jesus will be saved, while those who never 

repent will be separated from God for ever. 

In Christian history, there have been many discussions about the origins and nature 

of the soul and its relation to other aspects of the human person. Thinkers have 

considered where the soul originates from, and have produced various different 

theories. 

One view is called creationism, which can be rather confusing as in this context it 

has nothing to do with belief in the literal truth of Genesis. In the context of the soul, 

creationism is the belief that God creates each individual soul every time a new baby 

is born. The point at which the body receives the soul has also been debated, 

particularly because it has a bearing on the ethical issue of abortion. If, perhaps, the 

soul is given to the body at the point of birth, then abortion might not count as 

'murder' because the foetus would not yet be a full -human being. However, if the 

soul becomes part of the person at the moment of conception, as the Roman Catholic 

Church teaches, then to end the life of a foetus is to end the life of a human soul and 

therefore much more serious. Creationism remains the most popular Christian view 

of the origin of the soul. 
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What are the implications of the belief that 
humans have souls from the moment of 

conception? 

Traducianism is the name given to the belief that the soul is inherited from the 

parents, in the same way that eye colour is inherited. This is not a mainstream view 

today, but early Christian leaders considered it as a possibility because they were 

grappling with the problem of original sin. How could a person be born sinful, and 

deserve punishment for something Adam and Eve had done? It had to be because 

their souls were already tainted through inheritance. 

Another possibility considered was the Platonic idea that the soul pre-existed the 

body, and lived with God before each baby was born. This idea had its followers, as 

it seemed to solve the problem of how a soul could be eternal - in order to be 

eternal, perhaps it had to have no beginning. However, this belief has not become 

part of mainstream Christian teaching. 

John Hick on the soul 

John Hick's view of the soul is an essential part of his theology. Hick argues that the whole 

of this earthly life is a 'vale of soul-making', a testing-ground for people in which they 

develop their moral characters and are given a free choice about whether or not they 

should have a relationship with God (see page 299). This is a somewhat Platonic view of 

the soul, in which the soul and the body are seen as distinct, but Hick gives it a more 

traditional Christian perspective by claiming that the soul needs a body in order to 

continue with its journey in the afterlife. Although Hick understands the soul to be 

capable of everlasting life with God, it is not unchanging in the Platonic sense. The soul 

has to grow and develop, just as the body does in earthly life. There is an evolutionary 

process in which people continue to learn and to make conscious choices of their own 

free will, until they reach a stage when they are able to live in a full relationship with God. 

For some, this takes much longer than for others. 

In Hick's view, the most coherent understanding of life after death is a physical rebirth, in 

which the body is replicated by God (see pages 257-258). Hick, in his book Death and 

Eternal Life accepts that the immortality of the soul is not something that can be proved 

in this life, but nevertheless he argues that it is something that is not unreasonable, and 

something that a rational person could accept. 
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Richard Swinburne and Keith Ward: defending the soul 

Both Richard Swinburne and Keith Ward defend, from within the Christian tradition, the 

idea that human beings have souls which are distinct from physical bodies and which are 
capable of survival after death. Swinburne, in his book The Evolution of the Soul, explains 

his beliefs that the soul and the body are distinct from each other, so that the soul is 

capable of surviving even when the body is destroyed. He argues that there are 

fundamental truths about us as individuals which cannot be explained in purely physical 

terms, and also that the most important and significant aspects of us which give us our 
identity are not to be found in our physical bodies. In Swinburne's view, the human soul 

is unique in that it is capable of logical, ordered and complex thought. The soul is aware 

of its own freedom to make choices, and also aware of moral obligation. It is because we 

have souls that we recognise goodness when we see it in other people, and because of 

our souls that we have consdences, letting us know when we are right or wrong. 

Keith Ward's book Defending the Soul is written as a response to sdentists who claim that 

humans are, in the end, just physical beings: 

Richard Dawkins, Jacques Monod, Desmond Morris and many others have all written 
popular and influential books, proclaiming that science has now entered the secret 
citadel of the human soul, and found it empty. Human persons, they say, are not free 
spiritual agents with a special dignity. They are physical organisms for reproducing 
genes; and as such, they have no more intrinsic dignity than walking bags of chemical 
compounds. (Keith Ward, Defending the Soul, Oneworld, 1992) 

In the book, Ward focuses on the problems he foresees for humanity if belief in the soul 

is abandoned. He argues that without belief in the soul, morality becomes simply a matter 

of personal choice and taste, whereas we need the moral claims that the soul recognises 

as coming from God in order to progress and to achieve that spedal dignity of being 

human rather than simply animal. Without the soul, humanity lacks any sense of final 

purpose. 

Keith Ward argues that it is the soul which gives 
humanity its special dignity and sense of progress. 
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Ward attacks the materialist position of those who claim that we are nothing more than 

physical organisms, by returning to the Genesis account of the creation of humankind. 
He writes: 

The Bible puts it supremely well when it says, 'The Lord God took some soil from the 

ground and formed a man out of it; he breathed life-giving breath into his nostrils, and 

the man began to live.' Man is made of dust; but he is filled with the spirit of God. He 

emerges from the simplest material forms, but finds his true kinship in the goal and 

fulfilment of his existence, the supreme Goodness. 

Practice exam question 

(a) Explain different views about the nature of the soul. 

In this part of the question, you should aim to present a range of different views 

about the soul. You could include the contrasting views of Plato and Aristode, 

reference to the soul in the Bible, and also reference to thinkers such as Swinbume 

and Ward. It would be useful to present the belief that the soul does not have any 

real existence, as well as giving theistic ideas. 

(b) 'Belief in the soul is simply the result of people's inability to face the fact 

of their own death.' To what extent would you agree with this statement? 

In evaluation, you should assess the view that the soul is invented by people as a 

comfort, rather than having any basis in reality. You might consider whether there is 

any evidence for or against the existence of the soul, or what would count as 
evidence. You might consider that the question gives a reductionist view, and present 

some alternatives. You should aim to reach a well-supported conclusion. 

Defending the Soul by Keith Ward (Oneworld, 1992) 

The Selfish Gene by Richard Dawkins (Oxford University Press, 1976) 
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Living after death in physical form: reincarnation 

Usually, when religious believers talk about life after death, they are referring either 
to rebirth (reincarnation) or to resurrection. In both of these understandings of life 

after death, the individual continues to live after death in bodily form - the soul is 

not separated from the body in some kind of spirit world, but has a physical 

existence. Obviously people cannot continue to live in the same body that has died, 

because the body begins to corrupt once death has taken place; therefore there is 

some kind of new body for the person to inhabit. 

Hindu beliefs in reincarnation 

Reincarnation, or rebirth, is a key feature of Hindu beliefs. According to Hindu teaching, 

each person has an essential 'self' known as atman, which is eternal and which seeks 

unity with God. In the Hindu sacred texts known as the· Upanishads, one of the key 

messages is that spiritual wisdom comes when people recognise the ultimate identity of 
the atman with the divine. God manifests himself in the atman of each individual, and 

through the succession of births, deaths and rebirths, the person comes to an 
understanding and a union of the atman with God. Once this union has been realised, 

there is no need for the atman to continue in the cycle of rebirth; it has attained release, 

known as moksha. For the Hindu, the physical body is nothing more than a vehicle for 

the atman. The atman holds a person's true nature. It leaves a body at the time of death, 

and enters another at birth, so two apparently different people can in reality be identical. 

As a caterpillar, having come to the end of one blade of grass, draws itself together 
and reaches out for the next, so the Self, having come together at the end of one life 
and shed all ignorance, gathers in its faculties and reaches out from the old body 
to a new. (Brihadaranyaka Upanishad III. 4.3, The Upanishads, trans. Eknad 

Easwaran, Arkana, 1988) 

Hindus believe that the process of rebirth is controlled by the law of karma. Each 

deliberate action that a person performs is believed to have 'fruits' , or consequences. 

If the action is a good action, then it will bring good consequences for the individual 

and, conversely, if the action is bad, then the consequences will also be bad. Those 

who lead morally good lives, who care about the welfare of others and who are not 

greedy for personal gain, will benefit from their actions because they will have good 

fortune and others will be kind to them. Those who are selfish or violent or careless 

will suffer the consequences in the form of bad fortune. Of course, when we look at 
the lives of people around us, we can see that often someone who is apparently good 

and kind suffers an illness, is the victim of crime, is made redundant or is 
disappointed in an endeavour - but this is because of the karmic fruits of their 
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behaviour in previous lives. If they cope with their suffering bravely and without 
complaint, and try to turn it in some way to the good of others, then they will become 

closer to achieving moksha. 

The karmic 'fruits' attach themselves to the atman and keep it in the cycle of birth, 

death and rebirth. This is not seen in terms of the judgement of God, rewarding or 

punishing people, but is seen as a natural law, in just the same way as Newton saw 

the laws of motion, where action and reaction are equal. People are reborn entirely 

because of their own behaviour, and everything that happens to them is something 

they deserve. The balance of good and evil karmic fruits attached to each atman will 

determine quality of life of the individual in future rebirths - those who have 

accumulated good karma will be born healthy and strong into affluent families, while 

those with bad karma might be poor or disabled. 

According to the Hindu doctrine of 
karma, if someone is poor or disabled, 
this is because of his or her own deeds 
in past lives. 

In some ways, this can seem to make Hinduism a religion which lacks compassion for 

the poor and the weak. They are only poor or weak because of their own behaviour, 

after all; they have brought it on themselves and it serves them right. However, this 

is not how Hindus understand it. Concern for the well-being of others is important, 

not only because those who care for the poor will reap the karmic benefits of their 

compassion, but because of the belief that everyone has an atman and so everyone is 
connected as part of the divine essence. Also, because everyone is born and reborn 

time and again, the beggar at your gate or the refugee you see on a news broadcast 
might be your own parent or child in the past or in future lives. 



Understanding Philosophy of Religion 

Buddhist beliefs in reincarnation 

One of the ways in which Buddhism differs from Hinduism is that Buddhists have no 

belief in the soul. Buddhists teach a doctrine of anatta, or soullessness; they believe that 

there is no God and no essential individual self Belief in the self is based-on an illusion, 

they argue, and encourages egotism. 

According to Buddhism, a person is made up of five skandhas, ('aggregates' or 'strands'), 

beyond which there is no essential self These skandhas are matter, sensation, perception, 
volition (acts of will) and consciousness. All of these five strands are interdependent and 

woven together to make a person who attracts kanna; but there is nothing more beyond 

this. The wise person is the one who realises that any sense of atman is an illusion. 

However, despite the conviction that there is no soul, Buddhism nevertheless shares with 
Hinduism a belief in the workings of kanna and the cycle of rebirth. Like Hinduism, 

Buddhism teaches that actions have fruits which lead to rebirth in future lives, even if 
there is no essential self to which the kanna can attach itself This raises questions for the 

Buddhist- what is it that is reborn, if there is no essential person? How can it be said that 

one person is the reincarnation of another, if there is nothing which stays the same from 

one life to the next? 

Buddhist teaching answers this question by saying that the person is neither the same nor 

different. The analogy is given with a lighted candle, which in tum lights another candle 

- the two flames are neither the same nor different, but the energy from one candle 

begins the flame of the next. 

Buddhists use the analogy of a lighted 
candle to explain how one person is 
reborn as another even though there is 
no essential soul. 

The Buddhist sacred text The Questions of King Milinda deals with issues of personal 

identity and questions about how rebirth might operate in the absences of any 

'essential self'. Nagasena, a wise monk, visits the king and, through dialogues, the 
monk helps the king to understand essential Buddhist teaching. The king is puzzled 

about the workings of karma when there is no self to which the karmic fruits can 

attach themselves: 
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The king asked: 'Is there, Venerable Nagasena, any being which passes on from this 
body to another body?' 

'No, Your Majesty!' 

'If there were no passing on from this body to another, would not one then in one's 
next life be freed from the evil deeds committed in the past?' 

'Ths, that would be so if one were not linked once again with a new organism. But 
since, Your Majesty, one is linked once again with a new organism, therefore one is 
not freed from one's evil deeds.' 

'Give me a simile!' 

'If a man should steal another man's mangoes, would he deserve a thrashing for 
that?' 

'Ths, of course!' 

'But he would not have stolen the very same mangoes as the other one had planted. 
Why should he deserve a thrashing?' 

'For the reason that the stolen mangoes had grown because of those that were 
planted.' 

Just so, Your Majesty, it is because of the deeds one does, whether pure or impure, 
by means of this psychophysical organism, that one is once again linked with 
another psychophysical organism, and is not freed from one's evil deeds.' 

Western belief in reincarnation 

Many famous figures from Western history have been convinced by the idea of 

reincarnation. Pythagoras, for example, claimed to have memories of past lives, and 

believed that as the individual passed through each successive life, he or she gained in 

wisdom and in virtue. Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Huxley, Mark Twain, Gustav Mahler, 
Robert Graves and David Lloyd George are among those who have, at some point, 
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expressed the conviction that they have lived before and will return to the world to 

live another life - although, of course, the mere fact that a lot of people believe 
something to be the case does not actually prove it to be true. 

Is there any evidence for reincarnation? 

Twenty Cases Suggestive of Reincarnation (University Press of Virginia, 1974) was 

written by Ian Stevenson, an American Professor of Psychiatry, and primarily intended 

for scientists when it was first published as part of a psychical research programme 

in 1966. In this book, as the title suggests, the author explores 20 different cases in 
which there is apparent evidence that an individual is the reincarnation of someone 

else who lived in the past but has died. Stevenson took examples mainly from India, 

Ceylon and Brazil, of children who had 'memories' of past lives, and whose 
memories bore an unusual resemblance to the lives of deceased people they had 

never met. He interviewed the children and their families himself. Stevenson chose 

to confine his study to children rather than adults, because he thought they were less 
likely to be motivated by attention-seeking desires, and were less likely to be able to 

fabricate the evidence and sustain a hoax for any length of time. Stevenson described 

the 20 cases in detail, and then provided a discussion of the issues arising. 

One of the cases, for example, was of Swarnlata, a child in India, who was taken at 

the age of three to a town called Katni 170 miles away from the place where she had 

lived all her life. When she arrived in Katni, she pointed out the road where 'my 

house' was. She described how she had lived there as a member of a family called 

Pathak, and she commented on the ways in which the place had changed. Over the 

next few years, Swarnlata performed songs and dances for her brothers and sisters 
that she claimed she had learned when she was a member of the Pathak family. Later 

investigation showed that the language of these songs was Bengali, although 

Swarnlata had grown up knowing only Hindi. Her statements, and her description of 

the house with its trees and balconies in an inner courtyard which could not be seen 

from the road, corresponded closely with the building, and with the life events of the 

Pathak family who had lived there. The Pathak's daughter Biya had lived to 
adulthood, learned Bengali songs and dances, married and then died. Swarnlata 

recognised Biya' s brothers and sisters and when she was introduced to them, she 

greeted them 'with warm affection'. 
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Another example Stevenson explored was the case of Imad, who lived in the Lebanon 
and was a member of the Druse faith. Druses believe that reincarnation happens 
immediately at the moment of death, so there was nothing in his culture to 
discourage Imad from talking about his experiences with his family. Imad was only a 
little over five years old when Stevenson met him, and he was of particular interest 
because he was so young and because there had not, at the time of interview, been 
any contact between Imad and the family that he claimed to remember belonging to. 
Stevenson was able to go with Imad and his family on their first visit to the village 
that he claimed to remember, and was able to see for himselfimad's reactions to the 
buildings and to the people he met. 

As soon as he had begun to talk, between the ages of 18 months and two, Imad had 
been making references to a previous life. He gave the name of the village (Khriby) 
where he said he had lived, and the name of his family there (Bouhamzy); he talked 
about people he had known there, events he remembered and property he had 
owned. The first words he ever spoke were 'Jamileh' and 'Mahmoud', and as his 
speech developed he compared Jamileh with his mother, saying that Jamileh was 
more beautiful. He also spoke of an accident where a truck drove over a man and 
broke both of his legs, and where the injuries eventually led to the man's death. As 

Imad learned to walk, he expressed an unusual happiness about being able to do 
this, and often said how pleased he was that he could now walk. Imad's family 
concluded that in a previous life, the boy was Mahmoud Bouhamzy, who had a wife 
called Jamileh, and who had been fatally injured in a truck accident. 

When Stevenson went with Imad to the village of Khriby, about 15 miles away from 
his home on the map but about 25 miles by the winding road, Stevenson was just as 
interested in the inaccuracies in Imad's description as he was in the parts which 
matched the facts. A man called Mahmoud Bouhamzy had indeed lived in the village 
- but he still did. A relative, called Said Bouhamzy, had been killed by a truck which 
had broken both his legs. Said's life did not match details given by Imad, but when 
the researchers looked back at the notes they had made when Imad was talking to 
them, it became clear that Imad had never claimed that the accident had happened 
to him, although he had described it in detail. Another family member, Ibrahim 
Bouhamzy, however, had died of tuberculosis at the age of 25, and the disease had 
affected his spine and made it impossible for him to walk. He had also had a mistress 
called Jamileh, who was renowned for her beauty. Stevenson thought that the 
original confusion added to the authenticity of Imad's identity with Ibrahim, because 
if Imad's parents or the Bouhamzy family had concocted the story, they would have 
been careful not to have made these mistakes. 

Imad was taken to the house where Ibrahim had lived. He had been able to point in 
the general direction of the house, but incorrectly identified it. However, once 
inside the house, Imad pointed out the cupboard where Ibrahim had secredy kept a 
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gun; he showed which bed was Ibrahim's, and correctly said that the bed had since 

been moved to a different position in the room; he showed the place outside where 

the dog was kept, and was able to name a brother of Ibrahim's and Ibrahim himself 

when he was shown photographs. Ibrahim had not died immediately before !mad's 

birth - Ibrahim died in 1949, and Imad was not born until 1958. The explanation of 
this was that there must have been an intermediate life, which would also account for 

people lmad claimed to remember but who could not be traced in Khriby. 

In discussion of these 20 different cases, Stevenson looked at a number of possible 

ways in which they could be explained. He considered the possibility of fraud, and 

thought this unlikely, as the children had little to gain from sharing these 

experiences. There was no money or favourable publicity for them, for example, and 

many found the media attention (if any) to be a nuisance. Swarnlata's family was, 
unusually, offered money for her education from the more wealthy Pathak family, but 
her father refused it. In other cases, there were reasons why sharing the experiences 

would have a negative effect. For example, if a young girl talked about having 

previously had a husband, it would not be advantageous to her when it was time for 

her to marry. Stevenson argued that there was little motivation for such elaborate 

fraud, which would have to have involved careful research and coaching. 

He also considered cryptomnesia, which he thought was far more probable. This is 

where a person thinks they remember something, but in fact has heard about it from 
another source such as parents or relatives (for example, when children think they 

remember events that their older siblings often mention, even though the events 

actually took place before they were born). However, in these cases, there was little 

to suggest that this could have been possible. There was rarely any written or 

broadcast evidence of the life of the person who had died, and the deceased was 
usually completely unknown to the family of the child. Perhaps a very brief or casual 

acquaintance could have been sufficient to implant false memories, but Stevenson 

argues that the richness of minutely remembered detail counted against this, and also 

the casual passing of information would not account for such things as Swarnlata 
recognising Biya's relations. 

Another idea that Stevenson considered was genetic memory, of the sort that enables 

birds to 'remember' how to build nests even when they are very young. However, 

there was very rarely a genetic link between the remembering child and the 
deceased. In cases where there was a long gap in time between the 'rememberer' and 

the deceased (for example, if someone claimed to remember a life lived 300 years 
ago), the possibilities of genetic link became slightly stronger, but the questions 

raised about being able to remember such vivid detail through genetic transference 
seem to raise more questions than they answer. 
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Stevenson also looked at some length at the possibility of extra-sensory perception. 

Because this involves the paranormal and telepathic links, this theory is unlikely to 
receive much enthusiasm from sceptics. Perhaps the children did have paranormal 

skills. However, they claimed that they were remembering past lives, not that they 

were in touch in some way with another person who had once lived. Their own 

understanding of what was going on could be taken seriously as an interpretation of 

events. 

Stevenson concluded that reincarnation was the most likely explanation, based on 

the evidence. However, he did think that people should go on looking for other 

possible explanations of these and other cases. 

Criticisms of belief in rebirth 

Many people argue against reincarnation for religious reasons. If they are members 

of other faiths which have different teachings about life after death- a Christian or a 

Jew or a Muslim, for example -they would object to theories of reincarnation on the 

grounds that they contradict the teachings of the Bible or the Qur'an. They might 

argue that Christianity, Islam or Judaism teaches that each individual is given one life 

which is of prime importance as the determinant of our future salvation or 

condemnation; teaching about reincarnation is incompatible with teaching about the 

resurrection of the body. Conversely, there are those who argue the opposite, and 

support belief in reincarnation because it is what their religion teaches, for example 

Hindus, Buddhists, Jains and Sikhs. 

Some argue that reincarnation is made less plausible by the fact that many of the 

cases suggestive of reincarnation come from countries where reincarnation is already 

an accepted belief John Hick considers the cases presented by Ian Stevenson's 

Twenty Cases Suggestive of Reincarnation, and points out (in his book Death and 
Eternal Life) that the vast majority of such cases come from cultures where 
reincarnation is already a widely held belief. Hick suggests that the cases in 

Stevenson's book might be explained by some kind of extra-sensory perception, 

where the dead person leaves behind some kind of psychic traces or 'husks', and that 
the individual might have some kind of telepathic extra-sensitivity to these psychic 
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traces, enabling a 'memory' of a previous individual or of a life. Hick does not go so 

far as to say that this alternative explanation is the right one, but he does say that it 

is another possibility, so that reincarnation is not the only conclusion that can be 

drawn from the cases. Stevenson, in contrast, argued that the weight of evidence that 
he has seen makes reincarnation a plausible possibility. 

Some argue that the issue of personal identity is unresolved with doctrines of 

reincarnation (and the same applies to resurrection). They say that there is no reason 

to identify the person who is living now with someone who has died. Similarities, 
however close, are not the same as identity. Shared memory is also not the same as 

identity. It is argued that it is simply impossible for two different individuals to be in 

any way 'the same person' - it is a contradiction in terms. 

Although the doctrine of karma and rebirth might appear to solve problems about 

the apparent unfairness of life, it could be argued that the solution is not as coherent 

as it first appears. Perhaps it is unjust for someone to suffer bad consequences as a 

result of crimes or faults they cannot remember committing. Even in the space of one 

lifetime, it might be argued that it is unjust to punish people for wrongs that were 
committed long in their past, when they are 'different people' now and have learned 

a lot since then - some try to use their personal transformation when they become 

born-again Christians as reasons why they should be released from Death Row, with 

varying degrees of success. How much more unfair is it, then, if someone suffers for 
something unremembered, done in a previous life and in a different body? 

that suffering for faults committed in a previous life would be fair? 

a long time 

eu:ttea during 
you think 

For the Hindu or the Buddhist, however, karma works with perfect justice. It is seen as 

a natural law, rather than as a reward or punishment decided upon by any god. 

Whether or not someone can remember the deed that caused the reward or 

punishment, it will always be just - and memory of past lives is considered to be a skill 
which is perfected by those with the greatest wisdom, so suffering for an 

unremembered sin would simply be indicative of the ignorance of the person suffering. 
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living after death in physical form: resurrection 

Resurrection in Judaism 

Judaism does not give any single firm teaching about life after death, but there are Jews 

who believe that there will be resurrection from the dead at a time of God's choosing. 

In the early days of Judaism, there was no real notion of life after death, because to have a 

soul meant to be animated with life, as illustrated in the creation stories where God 

breathes into Adam with the breath of life. Therefore it seemed obvious that a dead person 
no longer had a soul, because death was when the animating breath of God left the body: 

It is not the dead who praise the Lord, 
those who go down to silence. (Psalm 115: 17) 

There are stories where the prophets Elijah and Elisha raise young boys from the 

dead back to life. However, in both cases, the traditions of the rabbis taught that the 

boys went on to live out their days and then died again - the stories tell of a healing 

from death to normal earthly life, rather than a resurrection to a new immortal 

spiritual body. 

The Lord heard Elijah's cry, and the boy's life returned to him, and he lived. Elijah 
picked up the child and carried him down from the room into the house. He gave 
him to his mother and said, 'Look, your son is alive!' Then the woman said to 
Elijah, 'Now I know that you are a man of God and that the word of the Lord from 
your mouth is the truth.' (I Kings 17: 22-4) 

Life after death is by no means a prominent theme in the Jewish scriptures, but there 

are passages about future hope and the 'Last Days', in which there is clear reference 

to resurrection. For example, in the apocalyptic Book of Daniel, there is a prophecy 

about the end of time where the writer says 'Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the 
earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting 
contempt' (Daniel 12:2). 

The book of Daniel is one of the latest books of Jewish scriptures, probably 
written in about 165 BCE as a way of encouraging Jews who were being 

persecuted for their faith. It may have been the case that the Jews began to 

change their ideas about life after death as a way of coping with their 

circumstances. During religious persecution, those who remained the most 

faithful and obedient to God's commands seemed to be the ones who came off 

worst, whereas those who wanted to survive at all costs and abandoned Judaism 
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for pragmatic reasons sometimes escaped. Life after death may have seemed to 

the Jews, as it did to Kant, the obvious solution to the problem of God's apparent 
injustice in this earthly life. 

At the time of Jesus, in first-century Palestine, debates about life after death divided 
opinion amongst the Jews. The Pharisees were distinctive in their belief in 
resurrection while the Sadducees taught that there was no life after death. 

Moses Maimonides, a Jewish philosopher and rabbi of the twelfth century, lived under 
Muslim rule in Spain until he was exiled for refusing to convert to Islam. He was influenced 
by Muslim thinking, as well as by the newly rediscovered thinking of Aristode, and was a 

supporter of the via negativa (see pages 196-8) for conveying an understanding of God. 
Maimonides set down 13 main principles of the Jewish faith, and resurrection is the 
thirteen of them, and is printed in all rabbinic prayer books even today. It states: 

I believe with perfect faith, that there will be resurrection of the dead, at the time 
which pleases the Creator. Blessed be His name, and may His remembrance arise, 
forever and ever. 

Many Jews believe that when the Messiah comes, there will be a 'Messianic age', 
when the dead will be raised. Some rabbis taught that this would be a spiritual 
resurrection, when bodies would not be needed any more; others argued that this 
was heresy, and that dead bodies would be lifted from the graves to live again on the 
earth in a perfected form. 

Resurrection in Islam 

Belief in life after death (al-akhirah) is essential in Islam, to the extent that someone 
who doubts it is considered to be an unbeliever; the Qur'an contains more teaching 
about the Day of Judgement than about any other topic. Muslims believe that a person's 
earthly life is merely a preparation for the afterlife. The Qur'an teaches that there will 
be life after death, and for Muslims this is the authoritative word of Allah, giving support 
for a belief which would be impossible to support or discredit using experiment or 
rational argument. Muslims argue that a God of perfect justice, who is interested in his 
creation, would obviously give people life after death, because otherwise justice would 
not be done and lives would be poindess. This life is viewed as a test for people, who 
are faced with difficulties and struggles which they must tackle in accordance with 
Muslim teaching. This tackling of difficulties is known as jihad. 

Muslims believe that people will be resurrected from the dead on a day of Allah's 
choosing, in accordance with his plans. During their lives, people shape their souls 
with the deeds that they do, whether good or bad, and when the body dies, the soul 
continues on to be judged by Allah. At the Day of Judgement (Qiyamma), an angel 
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will blow his trumpet. The earth will be destroyed, and people will be resurrected and 
called to account, starting with the prophet Muhammad. Those who have led morally 

good lives and have been faithful to the teachings of Islam will go to heaven, which is 

described as a garden of paradise, while those who have rejected God will go to hell. 

Allah has decreed: 'It is I and My messengers who must prevail': For Allah is One full 

of strength, able to enforce His Will. Thou will not find any people who believe in 

Allah and the Last Day, loving those who resist Allah and His Messenger, even 
though they were their fathers or their sons, or their brothers or their kindred. For 
such He has written Faith in their hearts, and strengthened them with a Spirit from 
Himself And he will admit them to Gardens, beneath which Rivers flow, to dwell 
therein (for ever). Allah will be well pleased with them, and they with Him. They are 
the Party of Allah. Truly it is the Party of Allah that will achieve Felicity. 
(Surah 58:21) 

Resurrection in Christianity 

In Christianity; the belief is that people have just one life here on earth, and after death 

they will be resurrected. Christians believe that after Jesus died on the cross he was 

resurrected, and this is evidence that the same will happen to the rest of us. 

According to the Bible, after Jesus died, his body was placed in a tomb- but on the 
third day after the death, when some of his female followers went to the grave to 

anoint the body, they discovered that the grave was empty; even though the entrance 
had been guarded and covered with a heavy stone. Jesus was seen as a physical 

person, walking around. He could be heard and touched, although even the people 
who had been Jesus' closest friends did not always recognise him immediately, 

suggesting that his appearance had changed in some way. After Jesus had spent some 
time on earth in physical form, he 'ascended into heaven'; it is not clear whether he 

discarded the resurrected physical body at this point and lived on in some kind of 

spiritual form, or whether he continued in the resurrected body for eternity. 

Christians believe that life after death will involve some kind of judgement. The parable 
of the sheep and the goats in Matthew's Gospel describes how there will be a separation 

between those who have treated other people well and those who have selfishly ignored 

the needs of others: 'Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous 
to eternal life' (Matthew 25 :46). The story of the rich man and Lazarus gives a similar 

message, where the rich man who has been too interested in material possessions and 

has ignored the poor man at his gate is sent into eternal punishment, while Lazarus is 

united with Abraham in heaven. In this story; the inhabitants of heaven and hell are 

aware of each other, but are unable to do anything about their position: 

The time came when the beggar-died and the angels carried him to Abraham's side. 
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The rich man also died and was buried. In hell, where he was in torment, he looked 

up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side. So he called to him, 

'Father Abraham, have pity on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in 

water and cool my tongue, because I am in agony in this fire. 

But Abraham replied, 

'Son, remember that in your lifetime you received your good things, while Lazarus 
received bad things, but now he is comforted here and you are in agony. And 

besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who 

want to go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us. ' 
(Luke 16:22-6) 

on in hell? 

Questions raised by resurrection 

The idea of eternal resurrected bodies creates philosophical difficulties. It suggests 

that life after death must happen in some kind of space, since bodies take up room. 

Peter Cole, in his book Philosophy of Religion (Hodder Murray, 1999) asks: 

If Christians are in a physical, resurrected state and physical environment, will they 
have to queue to see jesus? Where will this physical existence be? And what will they 

be doing all the time? 

The idea that our post-death existence involves having a body implies that heaven 

must be a physical place. Would it have a climate? Would we need some kind of 

clothing, housing and food, just as we do now? If our resurrected bodies are like the 

bodies we have now, then we would assumedly have the same physical needs, but it 

is difficult to conceive of a heaven where people still had to eat meals and have 

haircuts. It also raises questions of whether our heavenly bodies will age - if so, 

would they ever stop, or would we just keep on getting older and older? If someone 

dies at the age of 103, will their resurrected body be that of an old person? What 

about babies who die - will their resurrected bodies be forever in babyhood, or will 

they be resurrected into a body that they never actually had in this earthly life? Can a 

resurrected body grow, put on or lose weight, get a tan, hurt itself? 

Perhaps the concept of physical resurrection causes problems for people who have 

bodily imperfections in this life - which is almost all of us. In their resurrected 
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bodies, will they still have those imperfections or disabilities, or would they have 

disappeared? Will people who are not so good-looking become more beautiful, and 

if so, how will we recognise each other? 

Christians usually respond to questions such as these by saying that we will all be 

perfected versions of ourselves, and that we will all be given the ability by God to 

recognise each other despite a change in appearance. 

But someone may ask, 'How are the dead raised? With what kind of body will they 
come?' How foolish! What you sow does not come to life unless it dies. When you 
sow, you do not plant the body that will be, but just a seed, perhaps of wheat or of 

something else. But God gives it a body as he has determined, and to each kind of 
seed he gives its own body. All flesh is not the same: Men have one kind of flesh, 
animals have another, birds another and fish another. There are also heavenly 
bodies and there are earthly bodies; but the splendour of the heavenly bodies is one 

kind, and the splendour of the earthly bodies is another. The sun has one kind of 
splendour, the moon another and the stars another; and star differs from star in 
splendour. 

So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The body that is sown is perishable, 
it is raised imperishable; it is sown in dishonour, it is raised in glory; it is sown in 
weakness, it is raised in power; it is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual 
body. (I Corinthians 15:35-44) 

Heaven and hell 

Belief in heaven and hell is characteristic of Christianity and Islam, and to some 

extent Judaism. For some people, both of these ideas raise difficult philosophical 

questions, although others are content to accept that we cannot have a clear idea of 

the afterlife until we actually get there. 

The moral philosopher Bernard Williams, for example, wondered whether an 

eternity in heaven would really be desirable - surely, however pleasurable heaven 
was at the beginning when we first arrived, it would become boring after a while? We 

would have literally all the time in the world, and so we would be able to do and 

achieve everything we wanted, especially if we had perfected bodies so that we were 

not hindered by physical limitations. Every target that we set for ourselves would be 

achievable, even if it took a long time to get there. If we wanted to learn to play an 

instrument, we would have forever to master it; in fact we would have time to master 

them all and to invent new ones- and then what? Whatever we wanted to do, we 

would be able to do it, and perhaps the excitement of anticipation would disappear. 

II 
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Williams argued that part of the pleasure of living is making choices about what we 

will do with our limited life-spans, and setting ourselves challenging objectives which 

we might or might not be able to achieve, so that if and when we do achieve them, 

we feel a sense of pride. However, if we have time to choose absolutely everything, 

and have infinite time so that eventually everything is achieved, the pleasure is gone. 

Some respond to these objections by saying that, in heaven, God would make sure 

that this did not happen; perhaps we might miraculously never be bored, just as we 

would never be sad and never suffer. However, if our minds and emotions are going 

to be controlled and programmed like this, we would lose our free will, and it also 
raises the question of why God did not make us like this in the first place, so that we 

were never bored, sad or suffering in this life either. 

want to hear endlessly? Is Bernard 

eat endlessly, if 

music that you would 

view that heaven 

would be boring, or is he interpreting the idea too literally? 

The concept of hell also raises a difficult issue. Can the existence of hell, with eternal 
punishment that can never be escaped, be compatible with the existence of a 

perfectly loving and perfectly just God? It might be hard to think of any sin that we 

could commit where eternal pain with no chance of parole would be a fair 

punishment. David Hume raised this problem, suggesting that the whole idea of hell 
calls God's justice into question because a finite sin can never deserve an infinite 

punishment. 

Some argue that whenever we do wrong, we wrong God, and that every kind of 

wrong deserves eternal punishment because wronging God is eternally bad, but 

this would mean that pain for all eternity would be a fair punishment for relatively 

minor offences, such as pretending that your friend looks great in the jeans she is 

trying on, just because you are bored with shopping and want to go home. It is hard 
to imagine a perfectly loving God allowing his creatures to suffer for all eternity. 
When a loving parent punishes a child, even if severely, the punishment does not go 

on for ever, but just for long enough to teach the child a lesson- so surely a loving 

God would not allow eternal punishment in hell? 

Eternal punishment might be, in the end, as boring as eternal pleasure. We might 

become immune to pain and suffering and stop feeling it any more. And what would 

eternal punishment achieve, if there were no possibility of redemption and if the 

good were too far away to need protection from the bad? 
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eternal 

John Hick's views about life after death 

John Hick argues that religious belief carries a 'cosmic optimism' that one day we will 

have the chance to improve ourselves, to become more perfect, to overcome our 

own failings and to reach the potential that we could have achieved on earth if only 

we were not so flawed. Within Eastern traditions, this optimism is understood in 

terms of a succession of rebirths into this physical world, where people have the 

opportunity for further growth and development. In Western traditions, the 

optimism is translated into belief in eternal life in heaven, or in hell for some. 

Hick argues that if, in our future life after death when we have improved significantly, 

we could look back at ourselves living in the present, we would be able to see much 

more clearly the importance of the challenges and sufferings we face. We will, in the 

future, be able to understand how our pain was justified by its outcome, and will 

understand what it was all for and where it was leading us. Hick uses the imagery of 

John Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress in the hero's journey towards the Celestial City. 

Although we might fall into periods of doubt, just as the Pilgrim fell into the Slough 

of Despond, we will be able to look back at the end of the journey and see the 

progress that we have made. He accepts that the existence of life after death is not 

provable, but argues that it is not an unreasonable belief and that, if we do continue 
our spiritual journeys after death, this provides a coherent explanation for the 

problem of evil in the world. 

Hick rejects the traditional doctrine of an eternal hell, because in his view, it is 

incompatible with belief in a God of love. He argues that this belief was developed 

as a form of social control, encouraging people to be fearful of disobeying the 

teachings of those in religious authority, but that it is not conceivable that a God of 

infinite love and mercy would consign his creatures to a punishment from which they 

had no hope of escaping. 

According to Hick, religious belief is largely determined and shaped by a person's 

culture. Someone brought up in central India is likely to find his or her religious 

feelings and needs met by Hinduism, whereas someone in France is likely to seek 

God through the Roman Catholic tradition. Hick advocates a pluralist understanding 

II 
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of the truth of religion, where people can find truth each within their own faith. His 

belief in the love of God leads him to the conclusion that God would not prevent 

people from the possibilities of eternal life just because they were members of one 

religious group rather than another. He sees as equally valid the attempts of 

different religious faiths to understand what he terms 'the Real'. All people have the 
opportunity to continue with their development in the next life, regardless of the 

place in the world that luck provided for them on their earthly lives. 

Hick's view is that the body and soul are inseparable. Therefore, if there is to be life 

after death for the soul, the body has to be resurrected. He holds that when an 

individual dies, God creates a replica of the individual in another world. God is the 

only entity that could achieve such a feat because God is the only entity with 

omnipotence. This replica is exactly the same person as the original, holding the 

same thoughts, memories, appearance and personality - except that it is a replica of 

the person, made in his or her idealised state, as many people die injured, or 

disabled, or at a very young age. Hick argues that it is 'logically possible' for people 

to exist in different worlds with the same identity (as they could be 'replicated' on to 
the new world by God) but maybe in a different form. This world of the resurrected 

is not spatially related to our world, but objects within it are spatially related to each 

other. 

In his book Death and Eternal Life, Hick argues that it is conceivable that a person 

could die in one body, but could continue to live on in a new and different body, 

while still being the same person. In order to illustrate this, he gives examples to 
illustrate what he means by a 'replica'. When he uses the word 'replica', he puts it 

into inverted commas to show that he is not using the word in exactly the same way 

that it is used in normal conversation. 

Hick asks us to imagine someone suddenly disappearing from place A, and 

reappearing in place B- he chooses London and New York for his example. The man 
who appears in New York is 'exactly similar' to the man who disappeared in London. 

He has the same physical characteristics, even the same stomach contents; he has the 
same memories, the same beliefs, the same mental abilities . . . 'in fact there is 

everything that would lead us to identify the one who appeared with the one who 

disappeared, except continuous occupancy of space'. Everyone who knew the man 
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would be baffled about how it had happened, but nevertheless they would all admit 
that it was the same person. 

Hick then asks us to imagine the same scenario but with an important change. This 
time, the man has died, and then a 'replica' of him at the moment before death 
appears in New York. According to Hick, this is not inconceivable - we can imagine 
it happening, he says, and therefore it is not totally illogical to suppose that when we 
die, a 'replica' of ourselves survives death and lives on in a new form of life. 

Brian Davies, however, rejects this idea of a 'replica' being the same person as the 
one who had just died. Davies writes: 

Suppose you give me a lethal dose of poison. This, of course, does not make me very 
happy. You say: Von 't worry. I've arranged for a replica of you to appear. The 
replica will seem to have all your memories. He will be convinced that he is you. 
And he will look exactly like you. He will even have your fingerprints. 'How relieved 
should I be? 

Speaking for myself, I should not be in the slightest bit relieved. Knowing that a 
replica of myself will be wining and dining somewhere is not at all the same as 
knowing that I will be wining and dining somewhere. For the continued existence 
of a person, more is required than replication. (Brian Davies, An Introduction to the 
Philosophy of Religion, Oxford University Press, 1982) 

If an exact replica of a famous work of art could be recreated, so that there was 
no physical difference at all between the two paintings or sculptures, would they 

be worth equal amounts of money? If you owned the original, would you be 
happy to exchange it for the replica? Why, or why not? 

As a follower of the Irenaean kind of theodicy, Hick holds the view that the afterlife 
is a continuation of the 'soul-making' that went on in this world. In this life, we 

cannot attain our true potential, and so we continue to develop after death, moving 
from self-centredness to 'reality-centredness' until the process is completed. His 
concept of life after death is in many ways similar to the Catholic doctrine of 
Purgatory, with the belief that souls need to be prepared to enter the presence of 
God. 
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Hick's understanding of life after death is unusual in that he believes that life after 

death is not conditional on accepting the doctrines of any particular religion. In 

Hick's view, belief in a God of love is incompatible with beliefs about eternal 

damnation, and incompatible with claims that heaven is exclusively for members of 

just one religion. 

Criticisms of Hick's view 

• An argument that is often given against Hick is that his view is inconsistent with 
Christian teaching. Mainstream Christian teaching is that Jesus' death on the cross 

saves those who believe in him but if people can get to heaven whether they accept 

Jesus or not, because there are so many other routes as well, then this seems to 
make Jesus' death pointless. 

• Other religious believers, too, would argue that Hick's view is inconsistent with 

their teaching. Perhaps it has most in common with the Hindu view of tolerance to 
other faiths and endless rebirths in which to improve - but Hindus believe in 

rebirth into this world, rather than in resurrection. 

• Another argument is that Hick's view removes any incentive for people to struggle 

to fulfil their potential and to become better people in the present world. If we are 
all going to get there in the end, in the afterlife, then why bother to struggle now? 

We might as well lead debauched lives while we can, secure in the knowledge that 

an eternity of opportunity awaits for us to catch up on virtue. 

• Some argue that Hick's belief that all earthly suffering will be worthwhile and will 
make sense in the afterlife is overly optimistic. They might argue, along with 

Dostoevsky's Ivan Karamazov, that nothing makes innocent suffering worthwhile, 

and that God would have been better not to have made the world at all. 

• Others criticise Hick because his view of universal salvation suggests a lack of free 

will. If, ultimately, we are all saved, even if it takes some of us a good deal longer 

than others, then do we have any real choice? Hick's view seems to undermine the 

argument that God desires people to make a free choice about whether or not to 

believe, even though free will is argued to be so important that it is worth paying 

the price of suffering. 

• Hick's 'replica theory' has also been criticised, for example by Brian Davies, who 

argues that a replica is not identical with the original, however similar it might 

appear to be. 
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Disembodied existence after death 

One of the issues raised in discussion of life after death is that of whether people have 

to have physical bodies in order to exist. Doctrines of reincarnation and resurrection 
involve living in a new body- but might it be possible for us to survive without 

bodies? 

Some thinkers, such as Richard Swinburne, argue that this is completely possible and 

coherent as a view. We can imagine a situation where we could exist without a body, he 

believes; and if we can imagine it, then it is a coherent concept. Others who agree that 
I 

disembodied existence is coherent point out that we have an intuitive sense of being 
not the same as our bodies: we say (in the English language, at least) that we 'have' 

bodies, not that we 'are' bodies, which suggests that we feel ourselves to be separate 

and distinct from the purely physical. People who believe in a distinction between the 
consciousness and the body argue that we can have mental processes and events which 

are not translated into anything physical at all- we might be thinking all kinds of things 

without any evidence of them appearing on our faces or in our body language. 

Scientific research has not reached the point where it is possible to tell what someone 

is thinking from looking at physical evidence such as activity in the brain, and perhaps 

it never will reach this point. Perhaps there is something about ourselves and our 

mental 'inner' lives that goes beyond the physical. To some, then, it seems as if the 
consciousness and the body, although linked, are distinct from one another, and 

therefore it could make sense to suggest that the consciousness might be able to exist 

on its own, without the body, once the body has died. 

For others, the idea of disembodied existence is incoherent. Writers such as Brian 

Davies argue that just because we can conceive of ourselves as being disembodied, 

this does not make it an actual possibility. We can conceive of all sorts of things - we 
might imagine ourselves invisible, or able to fly or to travel back in time, but being 

able to imagine such things does not make them actually possible. Davies argues that 

those things which make us into human persons are linked with having a body, and 

that survival as disembodied entities seems impossible. 

H. H. Price and Hfe after death 

The British philosopher H. H. Price (1889-1984) was concerned with the issue of the 
intelligibility of ideas about survival after death. In his paper 'Survival and the idea of 

another world', he argued that before we can have meaningful discussions about 

whether different beliefs about the afterlife are true, we have to establish that these 

beliefs are coherent. If the whole idea of survival after death is something we cannot 

possibly imagine, then there is no point in taking discussion of evidence for or 
against it any further. Price asks: 
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Can we form any idea, even a rough and provisional one, of what a disembodied 
human life might be like? Suppose we cannot, it will follow that what is called the 
Survival Hypothesis is a mere set of words and not a hypothesis at all . . . There 
cannot be evidence for something which is completely unintelligible to us. 

He goes on to suggest that survival after death is not inconceivable, and in order to 
show this, he gives a picture of what an afterlife might be like. Price takes the view 

that the afterlife could involve disembodied, or discarnate, existence. 

In order to explain his ideas, Price draws a comparison with dreaming. In dreams, we 
'live' in a 'world' which is made up of mental images. We feel as if these images are 

real- we can 'see' and 'hear' things, we have the sense that we have bodies. We have 

experiences, but we are not bound by physical time and space; in a dream, we might 
be at home one moment, and the next moment we might be by the sea, in an 

aeroplane or falling off a building. Price suggests that the afterlife might be like 

dreaming. It might be made up of mental images, and they might be so vivid that 

people might not understand that they had died. Although we would not have bodies 

with which to have sensory perceptions, the mental images would seem like real 

perceptions. 

Price argues that disembodied existence need not mean the end of personal identity; 

because the mental images which survived death would be made from the 
individual's own memories, desires and ways of looking at the world. As long as 

people had mental images after death that resembled physical sensation, and felt as 

though they had identities, this would be enough. Although the image-world would 

not be 'real' in the sense of having the physical characteristics that this world has, it 

would be real in that it would seem real to those who experienced it. Price draws an 

analogy between a 'real' piece of silver and a piece of brass that has been plated to 

look like silver. The plated brass is not 'real' silver, but it is still a real object- it is 

only 'unreal' in the sense of it giving the impression of being something that it is not. 

In answer to questions about where this 'other world' might be, Price suggests that 

it is another world in the sense of a different kind of consciousness, rather than in a 

different location. As in a dream, the 'other world' would be perceived as having 

space - in a dream, he argues, we can perceive a large tiger, with black stripes in 

Key term 
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spatial relationship to the yellow and so on, but the tiger does not have a location in 
the sense that we could measure how far it was from the foot of the bed. In the 
afterlife, as in a dream, it would be possible to move from one 'location' to another 

without these 'places' actually occupying space. 

Price's suggestion of the afterlife is 
that it might be in many ways similar 
to a dream-world. 

The afterlife, in Price's suggestion, would be composed of the mental images of the 

individual, so in a sense the person would make his or her own future life. The places 
and people with which the person was familiar in this world would reappear in the 

next, in more or less detail depending on the degree of the person's familiarity with 

them. The content of the afterlife would be drawn from memories and from desires, 

so people might find themselves encountering some unpleasant experiences -

perhaps revisiting in the afterlife a traumatic experience in this world, or acting out 

feelings that were repressed in the physical world. Each person's inner conflicts 
would manifest themselves. Price gives the analogy of a nightmare from which the 

person cannot wake. Perhaps, once the desire and memories have reached the end 

of their life-span, they will be replaced by others, just as our dreams about the nasty 

midday supervisor when we were small are replaced by dreams about the intriguing 

shop assistant when we are in our early teens, and later on dreams about our 

children. 

This implies a strong degree of subjectivity in the afterlife, without any connection 

between different individuals; my afterlife, for example, might contain people from 

my favourite television programmes and films, but the afterlives of these actors are 
unlikely to contain me. Price, however, argues that this is not necessarily going to be 

the case, because telepathy might work much more easily in an afterlife which is 

unconstrained by physical laws. There could be, he argues, shared 'other worlds' of 
like-minded people, but there would nevertheless be many of these other worlds, 
rather than a single 'heaven', for example, and people might be able to move from 

one to another. 

Price was not aiming to prove the existence of such an afterlife, but to show that the 

concept of disembodied existence is not a contradiction in terms. However, he did 
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think that there was some evidence which might support his suggestions - for 

example, in the claims of mediums to have telepathic contact with those who have 
died. Mediums often give reports of the afterlife which suggest that it is very similar 

to this world, and the people who 'live' there often seem to have the same interests 

and concerns that they had in their earthly lives. Perhaps the dreams that we have in 

this world are evidence of this 'other world' of consciousness- maybe we already slip 
into these other worlds when we are asleep. 

imagine an afterlife made of mental images. 

Criticisms of H. H. Price's 'afterlife' 

Probably the most common criticism of Price's view is that his suggestions are not 

consistent with traditional Christian teaching (nor the teaching of other world religions). 

There is a big difference between coming up with a theory which is plausible, and that 

theory actually being true, as Price himself admits. The idea of mental worlds in which 

people live after death, worlds which are created by each individual, is in direct 

contradiction to beliefs about the resurrection of the body. Christians might argue that the 

life after death demonstrated by Jesus in the Gospel stories is a physical resurrection - he 
foreshadows his resurrection by raising others from the dead (for example Lazarus and 

Jairus' daughter)- and once he is resurrected, he can be seen and touched and can eat. 

Christians and Muslims might argue that if life after death really is as Price suggests, then 
God would have said so in his revelation. 

Religious believers might also object to Price's suggestions on the grounds that if the 

individual survives in a kind of dream-world, then there appears to be no contact with 
ultimate reality or God. The hopes of an eternal life in which the individual comes face to 

face with God, is judged and is able to enjoy being in God's presence, are disappointed. 

The afterlife is, according to religious believers, a time when we see things as they really 
are, where (in Platonic terms) the distractions and delusions of the physical world are 

removed. Paul writes: 'Now we see through a glass darkly; but then we shall see face to 

face' (1 Corinthians 13:12). Price's view makes the afterlife an illusory world. 

Price's suggestion does not seem to account for people whose mental processes are 

insufficient for them to be able to have memories and desires. What of babies who live 
only for a few hours? Or those who are born with severe brain damage, so that they never 

have the opportunity to have the same kind of mental processes that other people have? 

It is difficult to image how they could have any kind of mental image-world at all to carry 
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on into the next life. If someone had been blind from birth, would the afterlife also be 
missing any kind of visual imagery, or any enjoyment of colour or form? What about those 

with severe mental illnesses, whose memories might not bear much relation to anything 

that has actually happened, or who are constantly tortured by self-hatred and depression? 
The mental image-worlds which they create for themselves are not likely to be very 

pleasant, yet through no fault of their own. It does not fit with our sense of justice that 

those who suffer in these ways in their earthly life should have to continue to suffer. 

However, Price was never suggesting that his model of the afterlife was going to be good, 

or that it was going to be fair. He does not suggest that the afterlife is determined by a 

good God, or that it is compensation for our earthly sufferings or reward for good moral 

behaviour in this life (although, perhaps, a virtuous character would have assembled a 

more pleasant set of images and memories than someone who had led a life in the 

criminal undetworld). 

Someone arguing against Price from a Freudian perspective, using the ideas of Feuerbach, 

might point out the elements of wish-fulfilment in his view. They might say that he is 
imagining that our wishes will come true in the afterlife (or at least 'true' in an illusory 

sense) because of a childish inability to cope with reality, and that such a belief might be 

damaging. We take what we would like to be the case, and make for ourselves a world in 

which this is the case, and pin our hopes on it, rather than facing ourselves in the world 

and coming to terms with life as it really is. 

In Death and Eternal Life7 Hick argues against the view Price puts fotward, saying that if 

we all live after death in our own mental seU:created worlds, then we have litde genuine 

contact with each other. Hick questions the quality of this sort of life, and asks whether it 

really meets the definition 'living'. He writes: 

... he would not have ceased to exist: for he would certainly exist from his own point of 
view! He would be conscious and would be undergoing experiences, but he would not 
be interacting with realities external to his own mind. This amounts only to a very 
truncated sense of being alive, in comparison with normal waking life. . .. Man is 

essentially a social creature, existing and developing as a person in interaction with 
other persons; and yet in the post-mortem world that we are now imagining his social 
environment would be unreal and his commerce with other people delusory. This 
consideration must, surely, count to some extent at least against a theory of this kind. 

Price argued that in the afterlife, we might come to realise that our desires, although on 

the face of it very pleasant, are not actually good for us at all. We might grow and learn 

and form new desires or modify the ones that we already had, so that we become more 

highly developed spiritually. Hick approves of Price's suggestion that during life after 

death, the individual might continue to grow and learn, because this fits in with his own 

belief in a 'vale of soul-making'. Hick's own views of life after death involve a continuation 
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of the human process of drawing closer to God - the point of death does not 'stop the 

clock' for a person so that they are judged on what they have managed to achieve by this 
point (unlike a written exam), but moral development continues until everyone is saved. 

to have the most pleasant kind of afterlife, if Price is correct in 

If a person was intensely religious in this world, what kind of afterlife might he or 
she experience, in Price's view? 

Are 'near-death experiences' evidence of Hfe after deathP 

The term 'near-death experience', or NDE, refers to the wide range of experiences 
people have had (or claim to have had) at a point when they nearly died. People report 

having 'out-of-body experiences', for example, when they felt as if they were high above 

the room looking down on their own bodies as medical staff worked hard to resuscitate 

them. Some report a sensation of peace or of an overwhelming presence; many talk 
about having 'seen' a bright light, often at the end of a tunneL It is sometimes argued 

that such experiences, because they share many similar features, can be taken as 
evidence that there is life after death. It might seem unlikely that these reported 

experiences would have so many features in common, unless they related to an 

objective reality. If they were simply hallucinations or tricks played by the brain when 

the body is in a state of crisis, it is difficult to understand why people might all have the 
same (or very similar) hallucinations. 

Medical studies suggest that NDE is reported by between eight and 12 per cent of patients 

who have been resuscitated after suffering cardiac arrest. Serious study of it began with a 

doctor and researcher called Raymond Moody, who recorded the descriptions of patients 

who claimed to have had NDEs and found several common features. Experiences differed, 
but Moody isolated several key features that recurred in many different accounts: 

• the subjective sense of being aware of one's own death; 

• a pleasant feeling of peace and painlessness - this seemed to be unrelated to the 

circumstances of the death, even if the person had been horribly injured; 
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• a sense of being outside the body and, in particular, being able to look down on 
one's own body as if from above; 

• a sense of going into somewhere dark and tunnel-like; 

• encountering a presence or hearing a voice; 

• feeling an intense sense of being surrounded with love; 

• meeting people who 'glow with light' - often these are relatives or friends who 

have died; 

•looking back over one's whole life and thinking about what had been achieved and 

what was regretted; 

• seeing or being surrounded by light; 

• seeing beautiful colours. 

Many people who 
report NDEs claim 

to have had the 
sensation of being in 
a dark tunnel with a 

bright light glowing 

at the end of it. 
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Kenneth Ring, another researcher, was impressed by Moody's findings and 

followed it with studies of his own, including studies of blind people, who 

reported experiences where they were able to see in the NDE and during 

'out-of-body experiences'. Ring's research suggested that NDEs were not related to 

a person's religious inclinations. Regardless of whether he or she had been devoutly 

religious or strongly atheistic, the sense of being surrounded by a loving presence 

was the same. Ring also followed up the patients after they had recovered, and 

found that the NDEs had a lasting effect. People reported that they were no longer 

afraid of death, and that their lives had been transformed; they had a new 

appreciation of the world and the people in it, were less concerned with material 

possessions and were more patient and forgiving. Ring believed his research led to 

the conclusion that life after death is a genuine reality, and that these experiences 

offered the potential to be of great comfort to those approaching the ends of their 

lives. 

Peter Fenwick, of the University of Southampton and the Institute of Mental Health 

in London, took part in the first television programme about NDEs, and as a result 

received over 2000 letters from people who wanted to tell him about their own 

experiences. From those letters, five 500 people were chosen to answer a 

questionnaire. The people who were chosen were picked because their experiences 

most closely matched the characteristics described by Kenneth Ring in 1980. 

Fenwick claimed that those who took part in the study knew very little about NDEs 

and would not have had their descriptions of experiences coloured by preconceived 

ideas of what such experiences 'ought' to be like. 

When William James wrote his Varieties of Religious Experience, he suggested that a 

religious experience could be validated by its lasting effects. If the experience had 

made the person more caring and moral, for James this validated the religious 

experience. It has been suggested that this test could be applied to NDEs, as many of 

those who experienced them claimed that afterwards their outlook on life changed 

completely. They became more appreciative of their families and of the natural world; 

they became more patient and compassionate, and were inclined to lose their 

tempers less often. 

that this 
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Scepticism about NDEs 

1. NDEs only happen (or at least are only reported) in a small proportion of those 

who become clinically dead for a while, and this could be taken to show that the 

balance of evidence indicates that there is no afterlife. However, it could be the case 

that many people do not remember their experiences once they recover, or perhaps 
they were not close enough to death. 

2. One argument against using NDEs as evidence of life after death is that the feelings 

and sensations typical of NDEs can also be experienced by people who are not near 

death at all. Similar sensations can be caused by psychoses, or by hallucinogenic 

drugs, without the person being anywhere near death. Attempts to recreate these 

experiences artificially have been at least in part successful; for example a build-up of 

carbon dioxide in the brain and the release of endorphins can lead to the same 

perceptions of being in a 'tunnel' with a light at the end. All people who are in the 

physical state of being near to death are in a similar physiological condition, which 

could account for the similarities of their sensations. 

3. Experiments have been conducted to test whether anything really does leave the 

body during 'out-of-body experiences'. The researcher Susan Blackmore describes 

sophisticated studies involving infra-red detectors and magnetometers, none of 

which have detected anything at all. However, others would argue that this is hardly 
surprising if the soul does not have physical properties. 

4. Other experiments have been conducted to see if the sensations of looking down 

on one's own body have any objective basis. Madelaine Lawrence in Connecticut, USA 

designed an experiment where an electronic screen in a cardiac rehabilitation ward 
displayed a sentence, which changed randomly, and could only be seen from a 'bird's 

eye view' of the ward and was not within range of the patients' beds or the staff. The 

idea was that if a patient had an out-of-body experience during an NDE, he or she 

might be able to report correctly what the sentence said. The experiment did not show 
any evidence of patients who reported NDEs being able to read the sentence correctly. 

5. It could be argued that people have been so fascinated by NDEs that there are 
expectations of what 'ought' to be experienced, and this might be influencing 

people's ideas and memories, making NDEs seem much more common and 
consistent than they actually are. 

6. Another argument in support of the evidential force of NDEs is that they feel very 

real to the people experiencing them, but this does not constitute evidence that 

NDEs reflect an external reality. Nightmares, hallucinations and psychoses feel real 

but this does not mean that they are veridical. Some researchers claim that 

information has been obtained in NDEs by means other than sensory perception, but 

there is no experimental evidence to support these claims. 
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7. Finally, the fact that people experience positive personality transformations after 

NDEs does not necessarily indicate that they have encountered the afterlife. 
Sometimes, an NDE might not involve any physical illness at all, but might be a 

danger narrowly avoided. The novelist Naomi Alderman, for example, talked in a 
BBC Radio 4 interview about her decision to become a writer. Sitting at her desk in 

her New York office one sunny September day, she witnessed the planes hitting the 

Twin Towers, and realised that she could have died. This realisation led her to give 

up her office job and begin the writing career she had always wanted, because she 
suddenly understood that life does not last forever. Kenneth Ring's study 

suggests that it is the whole experience of coming close to death, rather than 

the specific NDE, that is the cause of the transformation of lives, and therefore a 

change in outlook might not be any evidence at all for the existence of an afterlife. 

very 

An Introduction to Philosophy of Religion by Brian Davies (Oxford University 
Press, 1982) 

Philosophy of Religion by Peter Cole (Hodder Murray, 1999) 

Religious Experience by Peter Cole (Hodder Murray, 2005) gives a good overview 

of issues related to near-death experiences. 

Practice exam question 

(a) Explain the view that life continues after death in disembodied form. 

For this answer, you need to show an understanding of the view of life after death 

that proposes people continue but without a physical body- the obvious example to 

use would be Price. You need to explain how the view is both similar to and different 

from other understandings of life after death; how people who hold this view 
understand the nature of personal identity, and what they mean by 'life'. 
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(b) How fair is the claim that reincarnation is a more coherent concept than 
resurrection? 

This question asks about whether these concepts are coherent; in other words, you 

are being asked if they make sense or not. You might think that neither concept 

makes sense, because both involve the idea of bodily life after death; if you reject this 

as a coherent concept, you are not going to accept either reincarnation or 

resurrection. You might, however, prefer one over the other. In your essay, you 

should explain the different concepts and give reasons why people might believe 

they are true. You are presenting an argument, so information should be used to 

support it rather than for its own sake. 

I 



When people want to give counter-evidence against belief in the existence of God, the 

most obvious place to begin is with the problem of eviL The problem of evil is this: if 

(as Christians claim) there is a God who is omnipotent and omniscient and who is all

loving, then why do evil and suffering exist in the world? Surely, they argue, a wholly 

good and loving God would want to prevent evil, if he could; and if God can do 

anything at all, then he can both eliminate evil and prevent it from happening. Yet there 
is clear evidence of evil and suffering in the world. Therefore the God described by 

Christianity cannot exist. The writer J. L. Mackie gives a neat summary of the problem 

in his book Ibe Miracle of Ibeism (Oxford University Press, 1982): 'A wholly good 

omnipotent being would eliminate evil completely; if there really are evils, then there 
cannot be any such being.' 

The problem of evil is sometimes known as 'the inconsistent triad'. There are three 
proposals that we are asked to accept: 

1. that God is perfectly good 
2. that God is all-powerful 

3. that evil and suffering exist. 

This 'triad' of three ideas is 'inconsistent' because, it is alleged, we cannot believe all of 
them at the same time without contradiction. 

It is argued that, if God created the universe and everything that is in it, then he could 
have made the world in any way he chose. He could have chosen to make a world 

where earthquakes, floods, cyclones and volcanoes never happen. He could have made 

a world where people have no inclination or capacity at all to hurt one another. He 
could have made a world where animals were able to survive by some means other than 

killing each other; or a world where killing was painless and where no-one felt grief 

Yet, instead, this is the world we have: a world where some creatures survive by preying 

on others; where people go to war; where there are famines, fires and diseases, torture 
and crime, disappointments and injustice. How could an omnipotent God fail at the 

task of creating a perfect world and keeping it perfect? If the world has gone wrong and 

deviated from God's purposes, then why does God not use his omnipotence to make 
it right again? 
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It is also argued that, if God is omniscient, he must have known what the world was 

going to be like when he made it; and he must have known how humans would 

behave, given that he made human nature. If God meant the world to be this way, then 

he cannot be all-loving. A human parent's love is infinitely small in comparison with the 

love of God, and yet no human parents would ever want their children to suffer terrible 

pain: therefore, a perfectly loving God cannot want the world to be the way that it is. 

Yet, if God intended that the world should be different and it has all gone wrong, then 

this casts doubts on God's omniscience. Why did God not anticipate genocide, or 

hurricanes, or cancer? Why did he not make a world that would never go wrong? 

The problem of evil is not just an intellectual problem. It is not simply a puzzle of logic 

which religious believers should try to solve for the fun of it, like a sudoku. It presents 

genuine and immediate difficulties. Some people feel that the existence of evil in the 

world means that they can never accept the existence of a wholly good God. Other 

people sometimes lose a faith which was once strong when they are faced with great 

suffering; a father whose child has died, or someone who is paralysed in an act of 

terrorism, or a mother who cannot feed her baby because of famine, might conclude 

that there cannot be an omnipotent loving God after all. 

II 
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Natural and 'moral' evil 

Traditionally, evil and suffering in the world have been divided into two kinds: 'natural' 

evil (or sometimes 'non-moral' evil), and 'moral' evil. Natural evil refers to the suffering 

and harm which comes from the natural world and the way that things are made, rather 

than through any human agency- for example, the pain of childbirth, the suffering and 

loss caused by earthquakes or drought, or by congenital health problems such as cystic 

fibrosis, and the fact of death. Moral evil, in contrast, is that which results from human 

wickedness, such as murder, rape, terrorism, theft, deceitfulness or bullying. 

Natural evil is taken to mean those forms of evil and suffering which are not the direct 

result of free acts of human beings. There are several different areas which could be 

described as natural evil, and Peter Vardy in lbe Puzzle of Evil (Fount, 1999) lists them 
as including: 

• animal suffering 

• the suffering caused by natural disasters, such as floods, earthquakes, volcanoes 
• pain resulting from disease 

• pain resulting from apparently poor design of the human body (for example, pain in 

childbirth, and pain in the way in which parts of our bodies appear to give up 

working properly before our life-span is over) 

• psychological illness. 

Earthquakes are considered a 
'natural evil', as they are 

caused by the structure of the 
planet rather than through any 

fault of humanity. 
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Unless people try to claim that natural evil does not really exist, the believer who wants 

to maintain that God is omnipotent and all-loving is left with two possibilities: either a 

case must be made which shows evil to be the fault of humanity or the Devil, and not 
of God, or it must be shown that although God created natural evil, he had a good 

reason for doing so. 

Some philosophers, such as Augustine and Aquinas, have argued that the evil in the 

natural world was not intended by God, but it is a necessary inevitable part of the 
existence of good. Evil does not have a separate existence of its own, 

but is a falling away from goodness, a measure of the distance that something 

is, away from perfection. All contingent beings have the capacity to be less than perfect, 
to fall short of their true nature, and therefore evil is a necessary part of the created, 

contingent world. Augustine argued that 'evil' in nature is part of the variety of the 

world. 

'Moral evil', in contrast to natural evil, is the kind which is caused by humanity. People 

deliberately inflict suffering on each other- they bully each other, steal from each other, 

commit acts of vandalism, violence, war and terrorism. People are unfaithful to their 

partners, and break their promises to their children. Sometimes they cause their own 

pain, for example when they suffer the consequences of smoking or drinking. 

Moral evil might seem easier for theists to explain. They can argue, and often do, that 

the suffering resulting from moral evil is not God's fault but our own. God lovingly gave 

us freedom of choice when he made us, and unfortunately we often choose to do 
wrong. However, there are still difficulties with this position. Did God not know, when 

he gave us free will, that we would choose the wrong things? Why did God create us 

with the ability and the inclination to do wrong? Why does God not stop us, when we 

make wrong choices - if God can see that someone is about to ill-treat a small child, 
why does he not step in? 

II 
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Although natural evil is often seen as being different from moral evil, in that it is not 

the direct result of human sin, Brian Hebblethwaite points out in his book Evil, 
Suffering and Religion (Hawthorn Books, 1976) that the two often overlap. He writes 

that the free will defence: 

only partly explains the suffering actually caused by human wickedness, for example, 
by a protracted and cruel war such as the wars of our century or the war in Vietnam. 
Granted that these evils are brought about by human action, it remains the case that 
it is the nature of the physical world and the structure of conscious and sentient 
beings such as ourselves that render the consequences of evil actions so terrible. Part 
of the problem of evil is the fact that, the structure of our bodies, nerves and brains 
being what it is, physical and mental torture (as well as disease and accident) can 
take such horrific forms. 

In other words, even though moral evil can be blamed on human failure, we still need 
an explanation of why we are made in such a way that we feel physical pain, 
bereavement, anger and grief. The question for those who believe that the world is 

wholly dependent on a good and omnipotent God is why God made a world which 

contains the possibilities for so much pain - instead of making a wholly good world, or 

even no world at all. 

What is a theodicy? 

The accepted name for the whole idea of trying to resolve the problem of evil with the 

existence of a good and omnipotent God is theodicy. The word, first used by the 

philosopher Leibniz, comes from two Greek terms: theos, meaning God, and dike, 
meaning justice. A theodicy, therefore, is an attempt to justify God, to show that God 
can still have the character which is claimed by believers, even if the world does contain 

both natural and moral evil. 

Some theologians, for example the Christian theologian Anders Nygren in his 

Commentary on Romans (Augsburg Fortress, 1978), have argued that it is wrong for 

religious believers to attempt any sort of theodicy. It is irreligious, they say, to imagine 

that humans with their small fallible minds can attempt to understand God. We should 

not be trying to make God explain himself to us; we should be far more concerned with 

explaining ourselves to God, or else be like Job in the Bible and fall silent in the 
awareness that God is so much greater than we are and incomprehensible to us. 

John Hick, in his book Evil and the God of Love (Palgrave Macmillan, 1985) argues 
against this. He suggests that it is possible to try to understand the existence of evil and 
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suffering in the world, without this necessarily being in the spirit of challenging God. 

It can be done in the spirit of genuine enquiry. Hick argues that Christians have to try 

to understand evil, because it is central to other aspects of faith, such as the notion of 

sin and redemption, and the concept of Christ as saviour. People cannot understand 

the basics of the Christian message without some consideration of sin and evil, and 

therefore some kind of a theodicy has to be an allowable subject of investigation. 

Theodicy only presents a problem for people who believe in a certain kind of God; one 

who is both loving and omnipotent. People with no religious faith do not have the same 

kinds of questions to answer. For some, such as Bertrand Russell, as we saw in the 

discussion of the cosmological argument, the universe needs no explanation; it just is 

the way that it is, and this includes evil and suffering, which just happen. 

For the Christian, the Jew and the Muslim, however, who have a different picture of 

God and who believe that each individual has only one life, some attempt must be 

made to reconcile evil and suffering with the existence of a good God. 

The Jewish Bible ('Old Testament' to Christians) does not present a consistent answer 

to the question of whether or not God is to be blamed for natural evil. Sometimes, for 
example in Genesis, the suggestion is that God created everything good, and that the 

whole world has been perverted by misuse of free wilL At other times, God seems to 
be shown to be in control of the world, able to change natural rules and laws of logic 

when they suit his purpose, for example sending the flood in the time of Noah, the 

plagues at the time of the Passover, and parting the Red Sea - so it might seem as 

though 'natural disasters' are the deliberate will of God. 

For the most part, the writers of the Bible do not tackle the question of why there is 

suffering in the world. It is simply accepted as a fact of life. However, the book of 

Genesis does attempt to provide some explanation, with the story of the Fall of Adam 
and Eve in Genesis 2. 

II 
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According to the book of 

Genesis, evil was brought 
into the world through the 
disobedience of Adam 
and Eve. 

It is difficult to know whether the original writer meant this to be a historical narrative. 

Some Jews believe the story to be literally true as a record of events which happened 

exactly as described in the text, while others believe that it is meant as a kind of parable 

to explain important truths. 

Many have suggested that the purpose of these trees in the story is to show that, from 
the outset, humanity was given the responsibility to choose whether to live under the 

authority of God, or to disobey and try to be more autonomous. 

Perhaps the 'knowledge of good and evil' is a broader concept, to mean 'knowledge of 

everything'. People are being warned not to think themselves omniscient; they should 

remain in recognition of the greater wisdom of God, and should not try to assert their 

independence outside the authority of God - otherwise they will be doomed to die. 

Does this suggest that, before the Fall, there was to be no death, and that God's plan 

was that humanity would be immortal? 
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The serpent in Genesis does not seem to be anything other than one of the creatures 

God had made, different only because he was 'more crafty' than any of the other 

animals. There is no suggestion here that he is to be equated with the devil, although 

that was certainly an idea which came into Jewish and Christian culture later (probably 
as a way of coping with the problem of why a creature with the capability and 

inclination to do evil was part of the original Garden of Eden). The unanswered 

question is raised here, of how the serpent came to be more crafty in the first place: 

was this the way that he was created? The writer is so concemed with establishing the 

guilt of humanity that he plays down this part of the story and does not deal with the 

question. However, it is an important issue to be considered, because if God gave the 

serpent its craftiness, and also gave the people their inclination to be disobedient, then 

it might still be argued that God is to blame for the existence of evil. 

The Genesis story raises 

many questions. Why 
did the serpent want to 
persuade Eve to 

disobey God? Was the 
serpent created evil 
from the start, or did he 
somehow become evil 
even though he had 
been created good? 
Why did God allow the 
serpent to behave in 

this way? 

One of the many questions raised by this passage is: did God decide upon this 

punishment for humanity, out of a number of possibilities, or is what happens to 

people the inevitable result of their actions? (It is rather like the difference between a 
mother telling her child that if he plays with the frre he will get burned, which is 
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inevitable; or that if he plays with the ftre, she will stop his pocket money, which is her 

choice.) This is a significant question, because if the punishment is an inevitable result 

of disobeying God, then humanity could be blamed for natural evil; but if God chose 

the punishment, then God can be blamed, as he could have chosen something else 

instead, or perhaps decided to forgive them. 

Passages which occur later in the Jewish Bible also raise the problem of evil and 

suffering. These passages do not offer any kind of explanation, but express human 

emotions about the way the world is, and raise questions the writers wish God would 
answer for them. The prophet Jeremiah, for example, asks God to explain why the 

world seems so unjust. His problem was not just that innocent people suffer, but that 

wicked people seem to get away with wrongdoing, and it offended Jeremiah's sense of 

justice that God should allow this; he felt that God should be rewarding the good and 
faithful, and punishing the hypocrites: 

You are always righteous, 0 Lord, 

when I bring a case before you. 

let I would speak with you about your justice: 
Why does the way of the wicked prosper? 
Why do all the faithless live at ease? Oeremiah 12: 1) 

The writer of Psalm 82 also felt that God's justice was difficult to understand: 

How long will you defend the unjust and show partiality to the wicked? 
Defend the cause of the weak and fatherless; maintain the rights of the poor and 

oppressed. 
Rescue the weak and needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked. (Psalm 82:2-4) 

The book of Job 

The book of Job, in the Old Testament, is often considered to be the most puzzling 
book of the Bible, both philosophically and historically. Historically, it raises all sorts of 

issues about when it might have been written and how it evolved into the book that we 

have today; whether the prologue comes from a folk tradition outside Judaism; and 

whether the epilogue was part of the original text. These issues keep biblical historians 

happily employed. Philosophically, it presents a whole different set of questions, as it 

addresses the problem of evil and suffering in a way which, for some, raises more 

difficulties than it solves. 
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Tbe book of job addresses the question 
of why good and innocent people 
sometimes suffer more hardship than 
they seem to deserve. 

At the beginning of the story, the reader is introduced to a man named Job, who lived 

in the land of Uz. Job is presented as a wholly innocent man, as good and as dutiful to 

God as humanly possible. He works hard, he takes care of his family and he fulfils all 

his religious obligations - not only that, but he performs sacrifices on behalf of all his 

sons and daughters too, just in case they should have committed a sin. Then, the writer 

tells us, the time comes for God to meet with the angels, and among them is Satan. God 

and Satan begin to talk, and God asks Satan what he has been up to lately. Satan replies 

that he has just been wandering about the world a bit, here and there, and then God 

asks if Satan has happened to notice Job: 

'Have you considered my servant job? Tbere is no-one on earth like him; he is 
blameless and upright, a man who fears God and shuns evil.' Oob 1:8) 

It is as if God is boasting to Satan about Job's faithfulness. Satan answers that of course 
Job is a faithful man; it is only natural, God has given him everything he could possibly 

want, he has no cause to be anything other than good. Satan suggests that God puts 

Job to the test, and that Satan should be allowed to take away from Job the good things 

that he has - then they could see whether Job remained faithful, or whether he turned 
away from God. And God agreed. 

Disasters begin to happen to Job and his family, in quick succession. His servants are 
lost. The roof falls in on his children and they are killed. His cattle die and he is afflicted 

with sores. Poor Job is in a terrible state, but nevertheless he does not sin and tum 
against God: 'In all this, Job did not sin by charging God with wrongdoing' Oob 1:22). 

Job's three friends, Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophai-, come along to help him, and are so 

appalled by his suffering that they follow the Jewish mourning custom of sitting Shiva 

with Job for seven days without speaking. They then try to find an explanation for Job's 

suffering, using well-rehearsed arguments. They suggest to him that God is correcting 

him for some fault, and urge him to search his conscience for a sin he might have 
committed which could explain this punishment: 

II 
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Far be it from God to do evil, 

from the Almighty to do wrong. 

He repays a man for what he has done; 
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he brings upon him what his conduct deserves. 

It is unthinkable that God would do wrong, 

that the Almighty would pervert justice. a ob 34: 10-12) 

Job, however, cannot find a reason why God is allowing him to suffer so much and, 

after some time, he has heard enough from his friends. Job demands an audience with 

God. He wants to know what it is that has made God treat him in this way. 

Oh, that I had someone to hear me! 
I sign now my defence - let the Almighty answer me; . 

let my accuser put his indictment in writing. Gob 31:35) 

Finally, Job gets his way and he does meet with God. However, God does not answer 

Job's complaints with any self-justification. Instead, he tells Job to be silent, and says 

that God is the one who will be asking the questions. 

Then the Lord answered job out of the storm. He said: 

'Who is this that darkens my counsel 

with words without knowledge? 

Brace yourself like a man; 

I will question you, 

and you shall answer me. ' Gob 38: 1-3) 

be a test from God, to see how people respond. 

God asks Job rhetorical questions, in some of the most beautiful poetry of the Bible. 

Are you omnipotent? Did you create the world? Can you perform any of the feats that 

I can? Do you understand any of the things that I can understand? 
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Does the rain have a father? 
Who fathers the drops of dew? 
From whose womb comes the ice? 
Who gives birth to the frost from the heavens 
when the waters become hard as stone, 
when the surface of the deep is frozen? 
Can you bind the beautiful Pleiades? 
Can you loose the cords of Orion? 
Can you bring forth the constellations in their seasons 

or lead out the Bear with its cubs? 
Do you know the laws of the heavens? 
Can you set up God's dominion over the earth? Qob 38:28--33) 

Who gives birth to the frost from the heavens 
when the waters become hard as stone, when 

the surface of the deep is frozen? 

Job recognises that he is in the wrong to call God to account. He comes to realise that 

God's omnipotence and omniscience are far beyond his own understanding, and that 

he is too small and too limited to be able to expect any answer to the problem of his 

own suffering. God can see the whole picture, the whole of creation, and he cannot; 

therefore he will never understand the greater context of what has happened to him. 

He is ashamed of himself for having demanded an explanation. 

Then job replied to the Lord: 
'I know that you can do all things; 
no plan of yours can be thwarted. 

lOu asked, 'Who is this that obscures my counsel without knowledge?' 
Surely I spoke of things I did not understand, 
things too wonderful for me to know.' Oob 42:1-3) 

Once Job has reached this point, God restores everything to him. He has servants and 

cattle even more impressive than he had before, and he has ten more children to 
replace the ones he lost (so no harm done there!). 

II 
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The answer to the problem of evil given in the book of Job, then, is that there is no 

answer, or at least not one that we can expect to understand. For some believers, this 
is acceptable. They will say that they do not know why they or their loved ones are 

suffering: but they do know that God is all-loving and omnipotent, and that God does 

not make mistakes, and this is enough for them. For other people, however, the story 
resolves nothing. It suggests that God uses people as his playthings, experimenting 
with them to see what they might do next with no concern for their feelings. Although, 

for some, God's answer to Job is an important reminder of humanity's smallness in 

comparison with the greatness of God, to other people it is too reminiscent of the 
obnoxious Mr Wormwood, father of Roald Dahl's character Matilda, who says (in the 

film of the book) to his unfortunate daughter: 'I'm big, and you're small. I'm smart, and 

you're dumb. I'm right, and you're wrong. And there's nothing you can do about it!' 

people cannot 

good enough 
and that we have a right to know why we suffer. What is your own view? 

Maimonides' approach to the problem of evil and suffering 

Moses Maimonides, a great Jewish philosopher of the twelfth century, wrote about the 
problem of evil and suffering in his work Guide for the Perplexed, where he 

distinguished three types of evil: 

1. There is evil and suffering that happens to people just because they are physical 

beings, such as old age, illness, death and bereavement, and the suffering that comes 

about through the natural physical properties of the world, such as avalanches, storm 

damage and earthquakes. Maimonides argued that these evils do not challenge the 

goodness of God, because they are an inevitable part of physical existence, and we 

would not be here without them. 

2. There is evil that people inflict on each other. This is humanity's own fault, although 

not always the fault of the victim in individual cases. 

3. There is evil that people inflict upon themselves, or which they bring upon 

themselves as a punishment for their own wrongdoing; so, again, they have only 
themselves to blame. 
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Later, rabbis developed Maimonides' view, and concluded that suffering can be seen as 
a way of atonement for sins - both the sins of the individual, and the collective sin of 

the people as a whole. There was also the view that God does not give to people more 

suffering than they can bear. 

However, the twentieth-century Holocaust put the question of why God allows 

suffering into painfully sharp focus. Among the millions who were killed, six million 

Jews were systematically murdered because of their faith, and there was no miraculous 

sending of plagues upon the Nazis to force them to let the people go. How could this 
happen? Had God abandoned his people, whom he had promised to care for as his 

kingdom of priests and his special possession? During and after World War II, Jews 

around the world tried to cope with the obvious questions raised, and came up with a 

variety of responses: 

• Some people abandoned their faith altogether, concluding either that there was no 

God at all, or that if there was a God, they wanted nothing more to do with him. 

• Others viewed the Holocaust as a punishment for sin, arguing that God had inflicted 
similar punishments in the past (for example, when the Jews had gone into exile in 

Babylon) and drawing comparisons. However, it is still difficult to understand the 

apparent indiscriminate suffering of a whole people, including the faithful and small 

children, especially as those who escaped or collaborated with the Nazis were not 

notably less sinful than those who had died. 

• Some regarded the Holocaust as a test of faith, just as Job had been tested, to see 

whether they would be able to remain faithful to God in the face of great hardship. 

However, this raises the question of why God would have needed to test the people 

at all - did he not already know whether they were faithful or not? And could the 

satisfaction of God's curiosity really be a justification for genocide? 
• There is also the view that the Holocaust was necessary in order for the State of Israel 

to be established and that, although there had been great suffering, the restoration of 
the Promised Land would make it all worthwhile. 

I 

The twentieth-century 

Holocaust raised 

questions about evil and 

suffering which, for 

many, were impossible to 

answer. 
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John Bowker, in his book Problems of Suffering in the Religions of the World 
(Cambridge University Press, 1970), comments: 

In a way, the outsider has no right to intrude on grief such as this - or at least, those 
who lived through those years find it hard to do so. Perhaps in the perspective of 
history it will be easier, but so close to the event there is no comment that can usefully 
be made. The scale is so vast, the enormity of evil so great, that it defies 
comprehension. 

After the Evil: Christianity and judaism in the Shadow of the Holocaust by Richard 

Harries (Oxford University Press, 2003) is an accessible consideration of 
philosophical problems raised by the Holocaust, written from a Christian 

perspective. 

In Islam, the problem of suffering is understood within the belief that Allah is all

powerful. Allah is believed to be omnipotent, in the sense that everything within the 

world and outside the world is under his control - therefore, it follows that when 

people suffer, it is not because Allah has lost control, but because there is some divine 

purpose to the suffering. Because Allah is in charge of everything, it is Allah's will that 

some people die young, and that others live to a great age. It is even Allah's will that some 
become senile and lose the abilities that they once had. The Qur'an says: 

0 mankind! if ye have a doubt about the Resurrection, consider that We created 
you out of dust, then out of sperm, then out of a leech-like clot, then out of a 
morsel of flesh, partly formed and partly unformed, in order that We may 
manifest our power to you; and We cause whom We will to rest in the wombs for 
an appointed term, then do We bring you out as babes, then foster you that ye 
may reach your age of full strength; and some of you are called to die, and some 
are sent back to the feeblest old age, so that they know nothing after having 
known much, and further, thou seest the earth barren and lifeless, but when We 
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pour down rain on it, it is stirred to life, it swells, and it puts forth every kind of 
beautiful growth. (Surah 22.5) 

The key to Islam is in its name, which means 'submission'. For the Muslim, the way to 

cope with suffering is to submit to the will of Allah without committing the sins of 

doubt, complaint or scepticism. In the Muslim view, Allah is the omnipotent creator of 
everything, who has the right to do what he likes with his creation. If he chose to 

punish everyone, then this would be perfectly just, as all people fall short of the ideal. 

However, Allah is merciful and compassionate, and therefore people do not always 

receive the punishment they deserve. 

When Muslims speak of Allah, they 
emphasise his nature as the most 
merciful and compassionate. 

Free will forms a major part of the Muslim understanding of evil and suffering. This life 

is viewed as a test, in preparation for the life to come. When people die, they will be 

judged, and in order to acquit themselves well, Muslims should recognise that suffering 

is part of God's purposes for them, which they should bear with courage and faith. 
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Hindu and Buddhist approaches 

to evil and suffering 
•, 

The Eastern traditions of Hinduism and Buddhism do not have the same questions to 

deal with when considering evil and suffering, because neither religion claims that 

there is an all-loving, perfecdy good God. Buddhism does not accept the existence of 

God at all (although some branches of Buddhism accept the existence of supernatural 

beings); and Hindus believe that God, or the various deities, exhibit characteristics of 
both good and evil. 

In Hinduism, the deities contain 
elements of both good and evil. Shiva, 
for example, is a god of both creation 
and destruction. There is not a problem 
reconciling evil with the existence of 
God, because God is believed to 
contain both good and evil. 

In both of these Eastern traditions, suffering is seen as something which is an inevitable 

part of the physical world of samsara - the endless cycle of birth, death and rebirth. 

For the Buddhist, all physical life is suffering (dukkha) because everything is in a 
constant state of change. Even when we are sublimely happy, we know that the 

moment cannot last. 

Hindus and Buddhists believe that one of the keys to understanding suffering is the 

doctrine of karma. According to this doctrine, all volitional actions (in other words, all 
actions that we make a conscious decision to perform) have 'fruits', or consequences. 

If we do something good, then good will be caused by this action, and if we do 

something bad, then we cause more harm to happen as a result. The law of karma is 

not seen as reward or punishment inflicted by the gods, but as a natural law of nature 

-something that inevitably happens. 
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Clearly, in the space of a lifetime, people do not get what they deserve. People who act 

generously or kindly do not always find that others are generous and kind to them in 

return; sometimes people suffer hardship or illness even when they seem to have done 

nothing to deserve it. There are also those people who are thoroughly unpleasant, 

corrupt or criminal, who seem to live comfortable, wealthy lives and never suffer for 

their behaviour. And what about babies who are born with health problems -how can 

their suffering be considered a result of their actions, when they are suffering before 

they have had time to do anything? 

Hindus and Buddhists explain this with the belief that each person lives not just one 

life but many. Evil and suffering might be the results ('karmic fruits') of actions 

performed in a previous life. Therefore, no suffering and no privilege can be 

considered undeserved, even if the person has no memory of the previous life. 

For Hindus and Buddhists, the 
apparent injustices of life are the result 
of karma. People reap what they sow, 
either in the present life or in the future. 

If someone is suffering, it must be 
because of something they did in a 
previous existence- a beggar in this life 
might have been selfish and lacking in 
compassion in a previous life. 

Although it might seem that this attitude to misfortune could make Hindus and 

Buddhists callous, as each person's suffering would be his or her own fault, in practice 

members of both religions are keen to show compassion to the poor and the weak. 
This is partly because the doctrine of rebirth leaves open the possibility that the beggar 

in the street might have been your own mother or your own child in a past life; and 

partly because people who ill-treat the poor will be storing up bad karma for 
themselves in the future. 



Understanding Philosophy of Religion 

For Christians, the problem of evil and suffering is particularly difficult, because of the 
emphasis on God's nature as all-loving. Christians have to try to reconcile belief in an 

omnipotent and perfectly loving God with the existence of evil and suffering in the 

world, and a variety of different responses have been given. 

Evil as the work of the Devil 

One way that Christians have tried to account for the existence of evil in the world is 

to blame it on the devil. This is known as a dualist approach, because of the idea that 

there are two distinct and different elements involved. 

Christian dualism suggests that there is a power of evil in the world (called the Devil, 

or Satan, by Christians) as well as a power of good (God), and that these two powers 
are in a constant battle. In the Bible, there are passages which suggest that there is a 

power of evil which deliberately tries to spoil the goodness of creation. This idea occurs 

from time to time in the Old Testament (for example, in the story of Job, where the 

Devil appears as a personal power, subordinate to God but still a force in his own right 

and the cause of the pain which afflicts Job), but it is much more prevalent in the New 

Testament. Jesus is tempted in the wildemess by the Devil, who shows him all the 

worldly power which could potentially be his: 

Then jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil. After fasting 

forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter came to him and said, 'If you 
are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread'. (Matthew 4:1-3) 

Demons afflict people who come to Jesus to be healed and they are cast out: 

The whole town gathered at the door, and jesus healed many who had various 
diseases. He also drove out many demons, but he would not let the demons speak 

because they knew who he was. (Mark 1:33-4) 

In the parable of the wheat and tares, it is explained that the Devil sows the weeds, and 

there is warning of the fires of hell for those who are evil: 
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Then he left the crowd and went into the house. His disciples came to him and said, 
Explain to us the parable of the weeds in the field. 

He answered, The one who sowed the good seed is the Son of Man. The field is the 
world, and the good seed stands for the sons of the kingdom. The weeds are the sons 
of the evil one, and the enemy who sows them is the devil. The harvest is the end of 
the age, and the harvesters are angels. 

As the weeds are pulled up and burned in the fire, so it will be at the end of the age. 
The Son of Man will send out his angels, and they will weed out of his kingdom 
everything that causes sin and all who do evil. They will throw them into the fiery 
furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Then the righteous will 
shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. He who has ears, let him hear. 
(Matthew 13:36-43) 

According to Luke, Judas was possessed by the Devil when he decided to betray Jesus: 

Then Satan entered judas, called Iscariot, one of the Twelve. And judas went to the 
chief priests and the officers of the temple guard and discussed with them how he 
might betray jesus. (Luke 22:3-4) 

There is seen to be a constant battle between the forces of good and evil; however, this 
view is not without its difficulties. If God created the world and everything in it, then 
surely God is responsible for the existence of the Devil, because God must have made 
this being with such great capacity for evil. Alternatively, the Devil, like God, could have 
always existed, but this casts doubt on God's omnipotence. It suggests that God's 
power is equalled by the Devil' s and that God lacks the ability to destroy the Devil. 

Some Christians believe that there is a 
personal power of evil, the Devil, who 
tempts people to sin and disrupts the 
order of the natural world. 

Augustine believed that the Devil, and other fallen angels, had been created good by 

God, but had exercised their free choice and had fallen from their original position, just 
as humanity did. Some of the angels had committed the sin of pride, by seeking equality 
with God, and had become fixed in sin and caused havoc in the material universe. Most 
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modern theologians have rejected this idea of fallen angels, but there are some who 
still believe that it has some value. C. S. Lewis, for example, in Tbe Problem of Pain 
(Geoffrey Bles, 1940) and The Screwtape Letters (Geoffrey Bles, 1942), suggested the 

possibility of malevolent forces at work in the world, and believed that this idea helps 
us to understand why there is pain. 

The American philosopher Alvin Plantinga (b. 1932) also claims that we must at least 
accept the possibility of the Devil or demonic agencies. Natural evil, he argues, could 

be the result of the Devil's free decision to fall: 'It is possible that all natural evil is due 
to the free activity of non-human persons'. The Devil made a free decision to turn away 
from God, to tempt humans to sin and to disrupt the natural world, and God could not 

intervene to prevent this without removing from the angels, as well as from humans, 
the ability to act freely. Plantinga also comes to the conclusion that evil may be 
something which, like Job, we have to accept that we cannot understand, and that 
Christians should aim to develop the faith to realise that God is ultimately a mystery. 

evil has become less fashionable among 
Christians. Why do you think the idea might have fallen out of favour? 

If it is to be accepted that there are forces of evil in the world, then this implies that 
God cannot be omnipotent in the sense that God is in complete control and can do 
anything he wishes. The New Testament picture certainly does not give the impression 
of a God who has unchallenged power; instead, there is a constant struggle between 
the forces of light and darkness. Peter Vardy takes this approach in Tbe Puzzle of Evil, 
arguing that God cannot be omnipotent in the sense of being able to do anything; he 
could choose to overthrow the forces of darkness, but only at the expense of freedom 

of choice for his creation, and so God's omnipotence is limited by his own decision to 
give freedom the highest priority. 

There are problems, however, in the view that natural evil, pain and suffering are the 
work of the Devil. One objection, if the concept of the Devil is taken fairly literally, is the 
difficulty of understanding how the Devil or t:p.e angels came to fall in the first place. 
There must have been something in them, some kind of pride, which led them to want 
to seek equality with God; it must have been a flaw in the way in which they were created. 

If the idea of a perfect world before the Fall is taken literally, it is also difficult to fit this 
with the twenty-first century world view, which finds no physical evidence for a perfect 
world ever having existed. 
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Another problem, if Plantinga' s view is followed, is understanding the part that angels 

play in the created world. Belief in the existence of angels tends to contradict at least 

some of the biblical picture, in which humanity is God's supreme creation (although 

there are also many references to the existence of angelic beings). If there were angels 

as part of the created world, then humanity would not have the kind of special status 

suggested in the Bible, because there would be higher beings too. And what exactly are 
angels? Do they have a physical form and, if so, where do they live? Do they already have 

eternal life with God, without ever having had to be born into the world - and, if so, 

why did God not make us all like that? 

Some people find it difficult to believe in the Devil because of the implications for the 

uniqueness and power of God. The idea seems to suggest another being, perhaps not 

the equal of God but certainly a power rivalling God, and a power which God is unable 

to stop but can only fight against. God, instead of being Anselm's 'being than which 

nothing greater can be conceived' (see pages 182-3), loses status; we could conceive 

of a better God, who was not limited by the Devil and in a constant battle, a God who 

had no rivals. 

Belief in the Devil, then, might explain the agency of evil, but does not explain the 

existence of evil in the first place, and raises a lot of difficult questions which might 
seem to make the problem more challenging rather than resolving it. 

the Devil, but this raises questions of how the Devil came into existence, and 

why God continues to allow the Devil to act in the world. 

The Augustinian approach to the problem of evil 

This approach is named after StAugustine of Hippo (354-430), and his thinking reflects 

the thinking of the great Greek philosopher Plato. Plato believed that everything in 
existence had its Ideal, or Form (so that there would be an Ideal Table, Ideal Beauty, 

Ideal Justice and so on) and the things we see in the world are imperfect copies of these 

concepts. Imperfection, for Plato, was a feature of the physical world, and Augustine 

took up this idea and expanded on it in a Christian context. 

I 
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Augustine was born in what is now 
Algeria, and worked as a Christian 
teacher and writer in Africa, under the 
rule of the Roman Empire. His 
autobiographical writings enable us to 
know a lot about his personal life and 
spiritual journey. 

Plato thought that imperfection was just a part of the way that things are, but Augustine 
could not accept this, because in his view the world was created by God, and Augustine 
did not believe that God would deliberately create something imperfect. In his earlier 
life, Augustine had been a member of a cult which rivalled Christianity, called 
Manicheism. The Manichees believed that the universe was held in a cosmic battle 
between the forces of good and evil (with themselves naturally on the side of the 
good); they believed that people did wrong when the evil forces were winning, and 
could not be held responsible for their own moral actions as they were entirely at the 

mercy of these supernatural beings. But when Augustine became a Christian, he 
rejected these beliefs, and could not accept that there was any other power that could 
possibly rival God. 

God's creation is explained in the Bible as 'good', and Augustine took this as the 
starting point for his theodicy: 'God saw all that he had made, and it was very good' 

(Genesis 1:31). 

When Augustine tried to answer the problem of how an omnipotent and a perfectly 
good God could exist given that there is evil in the world, his response had to rule out 
the possibility that evil is in the world because God made it - so he came to the 
conclusion that evil is not a real, positive quality. It is what he called a privatio boni, a 
privation of the good. In Augustine's view, evil did not have its own separate existence, 
but was a falling away from goodness, just as shadow falls when one moves further 
away from a source of light. According to Augustine, it is part of the goodness and 

perfection of the created world that it has so much variety in it, so many different plants 
and animals, and different kinds of people and, above them, angels, in a kind of 
hierarchy. Each part of creation is good in its own right; even though a tree cannot walk, 
for example, this is not an evil, but a part of the good diversity of creation. It is 
inevitable that, if the world is to be rich and varied, its constituent parts will be 
different, but God could still create a tree that was perfect for a tree, or a worm that 
was perfect for a worm even if it wasn't a butterfly. Difference is a good thing, and the 
necessary result of difference is that some creatures will be more limited than others. 
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different 

In Augustine's view, evil first came into the world through the 'fall' of the angels. He 

said that the angels were all created perfect, but that some received less grace than 
others, as a part of the variety of things. They fell away from God as a direct result of 

their misuse of free will. They were trying to become 'lord of their own being' instead 

of relying on the goodness of God; and then this was repeated in the fall of Adam and 

Eve as representatives of humankind in the Garden of Eden, when they were tempted 

by Satan, the chief of the fallen angels. All the evil in the world, Augustine thought, has 

followed on from here, with the kingdom of the angels who remained perfect fighting 

for the good, while those who are fallen try to pervert the world. In Augustine's own 

words, in his Confessions: 'Free will is the cause of our doing evil ... thy just judgement 
is the cause of our having to suffer the consequences.' 

This involves some interpretation of the story of the Garden of Eden in Genesis 2 and 

3. Angels are not mentioned in the Bible story, except as guards of the tree of life once 

Adam and Eve have been expelled, and the Bible does not say that the serpent was 

Satan in disguise, it just says that it was a serpent. 

Criticisms of Augustine's theod.icy 

fell away 

suffering 

1. To many people, evil appears to be much more definite than a privatio boni. 
Deliberate cruelty towards a child or animal, for example, seems to be much more than 

just a lack of goodness on the part of the tormentor. A religious group called the 

Christian Scientists take up this idea of the non-reality of evil, trying to explain evil as 

some kind of illusion: sin, sickness and death would, according to the philosophy of 
the founder Mary Baker Eddy, disappear if they were understood to be nothingness and 

in total contrast to the 'allness' of God. However, it is hard to deny that pain, cruelty 

I 
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and sickness really exist. Even if they are ultimately illusions, the illusion is real enough 
I 

and has real symptoms (such as the death of the very ill) which cannot be satisfactorily · 

ignored. 

It can be difficult to accept that acts of 
criminality or terrorism come from 
nothing more than a lack of goodness, 
or that pain is nothing more than a 
lack of good health. Evil seems, to most 
of us, to have a definite force of its own, 
and to be more than mere absence of 
goodness. 

2. Augustine's view still gives us no explanation of why God gave some of the angels 

too little grace, so that they fell into disobedience. John Hick writes: 'The idea of an 

unqualifiedly good creature committing sin is self-contradictory and unintelligible. 

If the angels are finitely perfect, then even though they are in some important sense 

free to sin they will never in fact do so.' 

3. Even if we do accept that evil is a lack of perfection, this does not explain why God 

allowed this lack of perfection into the world in the first place. Friedrich 

Schleiermacher, in the nineteenth century, argued coherently against this part of 

Augustine's theodicy, showing that it is impossible to find a cause or a motive for the 

angels to sin, unless they were created imperfectly in the first place. 

4. Augustine's theodicy raises some important questions about the nature of God's 

omniscience; if God knows everything in the sense that he can see into the future and 

knows what we will do, then why did he create the world, knowing that we would use 

our free will and freely choose to sin? Even if the choice to sin was wholly ours, God 

still made the choice to create the world knowing in advance what would happen, and 

could be blamed for making that choice. Or else, perhaps God did not know what 

angels or people would do and cannot tell the future; but we are left wondering 

whether God can really be all-wise if he never guessed that giving his creation the ability 

to sin was a recipe for disaster. 
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The theodicy of Irenaeus 

Irenaeus lived earlier than Augustine, from about 130-202 CE, and was brought up in 

one of the earliest Christian families. According to many sources, Irenaeus heard the 

preaching of Polycarp, who knew John the Gospel writer; so Irenaeus lived at a time 

when Christianity was still very new, and he helped to form the New Testament with his 

opinions of which writings genuinely deserved a place in the Bible. Persecution of 

Christians because of their faith was something that was still at the forefront of people's 

minds in lrenaeus' time, and so the issue of how a God of love and power could allow 

such suffering was naturally a topic to which Christian thinkers would turn. 

Irenaeus did not attempt to show that evil and suffering do not really exist, and he 

admitted that God appears to allow them to continue. His argument was that God 

allows evil and suffering to have a place in the world, and that the world was 
deliberately created with a mixture of goodness and evil, so that we can develop and 

grow as human beings into a mature and free relationship with God. 

Irenaeus argued (as did Augustine later) that there had to be evil in the world, for us 

to be able to appreciate good, just as we might not appreciate warm summer days 

unless it was cold in the winter, or at least we knew what it was like to feel cold. Many 

of the good things in life that we take for granted only exist as 'good' because there are 

other things in the world which are not as good. Good is a qualitative judgement, a 

comparative, so there have to be other less good things for the goodness to exist at all. 

All of our most admirable human qualities are relative to other things: people are 
generous, or brave, or inspiring or good-tempered in comparison with other people. 

kind? 

But Irenaeus also argued that we have to have evil in the world in order for us to 

develop as individuals. If everything always went our way, we would never learn 

anything. We grow as individuals (he thought) through tackling problems, making 
mistakes, persevering and being patient. 
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whole design, part of God's original intention. Evil and suffering are put in the 
world by God, for a reason, to enable us to exercise our freedom and develop 

as humans. 

According to Irenaeus, and to others such as Hick and Swinburne who have developed 
their own lrenaean theodicies, when God made people 'in his own image and likeness' 

(Genesis 1:26), this had to include giving them free will. They had to have, like God, 

the freedom to make choices of their own - whether to be selfish, or whether to care 

for each other; whether to do something useful with their lives or whether to waste 
them; whether to develop a loving relationship of obedience to God, or whether to 

ignore him or try to compete with him. If God had not given them this free will, then 

they would not have been in his image. They would have been like puppets, only able 

to do the things that they were made to 'choose'. 

Irenaeus drew a distinction between God's image and God's likeness. He believed that 

God made us in his own image, but that we have to grow into his likeness. In God's 

image, we have the freedom of choice that enables us to be moral agents. As Kant was 
to argue in the eighteenth century; we can only act morally if we have freedom of 

choice. We cannot be blamed for doing wrong if we were forced to do it, and neither 

are we admirable for doing good if we had no other option. In order to become the 

likeness of God, we have to develop and mature, and reach our potential. This can only 

be achieved, Irenaeus thought, if we learn to overcome difficulties, cope with our own 
imperfections and limitations, and resist real temptation to do wrong. 

Irenaeus thought that if God simply gave us goodness when we were made, like a good 

fairy in 'Sleeping Beauty' bestowing gifts, then this goodness would not mean anything. 
Part of being good is an effort of will. If God stepped in every time someone made a 

wrong choice, and put right the evil that had been committed or prevented suffering 

from being the result, then this would be tantamount to removing the freedom of 

choice, as well as removing the potential for people to learn from their mistakes. 

It might be asked why God did not make us in his own image and likeness, right from 

the beginning. Irenaeus anticipated this question, and answered it by giving the 
analogy of a mother feeding a new-born child. The child is not developed enough, right 

at the start, to be given an adult diet: 
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For as it certainly is in the power of a mother to give strong food to her infant (but 
she does not do so), as the child is not yet able to receive more substantial 
nourishment; so also it was possible for God Himself to have made man perfect from 
the first, but man could not receive this (perfection), being as yet an infant. And for 
this cause our Lord in these last times, when He had summed up all things into 
Himself, came to us, not as He might have come, but as we were capable of beholding 
Him. (lrenaeus, Against Heresies, 4.38.1) 

Humanity is not capable, in this world, of being in the likeness of God - this only 
happens after death. It was an essential part of lrenaeus' theodicy that everyone should 
live after death, and that everyone should eventually complete his or her spiritual 
development and maturity in order to become the likeness of God. 

Irenaeus argued that when people were 
created, they were in a state of 
immaturity and had to learn to grow 
into the 'image of God'. He used the 
imagery of a mother giving a small 
baby milk, and only introducing it 
gradually to more adult food. 

Irenaeus, then, saw evil and suffering as a necessary part of God's plan for humanity. 
He used the example of the biblical story of Jonah, and argued that although Jonah 
suffered by being swallowed by the whale, it was all for the good. Jonah needed to 
endure this in order to be brought closer to God and to do the work that God had 
planned for him, in preaching as a prophet to the Ninevites: 

For as He patiently suffered Jonah to be swallowed by the whale, not that he should 
be swallowed up and perish altogether, but that, having been cast out again, he might 
be the more subject to God, and might glorify Him the more who had conferred upon 
him such an unhoped-for deliverance, and might bring the Ninevites to a lasting 
repentance, so that they should be converted to the Lord. (lrenaeus, Against Heresies, 
3.20.1) 

Similarly, lrenaeus thought, suffering that other people endure should be seen in the 

same way. Even if we cannot see the reason for it, we should understand that suffering 

is necessary to bring us closer to God and to enable God to complete his purposes. 
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John Hick, a modern Irenaean 

John Hick takes the same approach as Irenaeus, arguing that if we never experienced 
any difficulties or challenges, we would not be able to grow as personalities, we would 
not learn anything morally: 'A world which is to be a person-making environment 
cannot be a pain-free paradise but must contain challenges and dangers, with real 
possibilities of many kinds of accident and disaster, and the pain and suffering which 
they bring.' 

Hick describes the world as 'a vale of soul-making' (borrowing the words from the poet 
John Keats), where things happen to us for our own good. In Hick's view, although we 
do not necessarily understand what happens to us now, everything will be resolved 
after death - he calls this an 'all-important aspect' of this kind of theodicy. 

This approach depends on a belief in life after death - present hardships can only be 
justified if there is the promise of better things to come after death. 

The fulfilment of the divine purpose, as it is postulated in the Irenaean type of 
theodicy, presupposes each person's survival, in some form, of bodily death, and 
further living and growing towards that end state. Without such an eschatological 
fulfilment, this theodicy would collapse. (Evil and the God of Love, John Hick, Palgrave 
Macmillan, 1985) 

Hick is saying that there has to be life after death for this theodicy to work. If someone 
dies young after a long and painful illness, or a baby is killed in an accident or dies 

because of abuse, then it cannot be seen to be 'all for the good' unless in the end it 
somehow works out for the best - so there has to be a long-term 'in the end' that goes 
beyond death in this world. Hick does not use this as an argument for the existence of 

life after death, but says that the theodicy would not work unless you are prepared to 
believe in this afterlife. In Hick's view, during the afterlife, people continue with their 
growth and development towards a relationship with God and, in the end, everyone 
will be saved. 
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a-...u..J;:;~ and very 

comprehensive account of Hick's views on the subject of the problem of evil, where 
he criticises an Augustinian approach and proposes his own Irenaean views instead. 

The Puzzle of Evil by Peter Vardy (Fount, 1999) is written for a more general 
audience and deals with different approaches to evil and suffering. 

Criticisms of an Irenaean approach 

1. One argument against this kind of view might be that some people suffer a lot more 

than others; does this mean that God wants some people to grow to spiritual maturity, 

but does not care about the other ones who lead peaceful and contented lives? 

2. Some people seem to be made worse by their suffering, rather than better and 

stronger; it does not always teach people valuable lessons, but can make them lose 
their faith or become bitter, or even drive them to mental illness where they can no 

longer think and act rationally. 

3. It could be argued, against Hick's view, that if everyone is saved in the end, then what 

is the point of the pain and suffering? We could equally well be saved without it, even 

if it did take us longer to learn lessons. 

4. Some people are unable to benefit from suffering but they still experience it. For 

example, someone with severe learning difficulties might be hurt in a frre, or a tiny 

premature baby might have a painful infection, and they would not be capable of 
gaining new insights from their experiences. Animal suffering, too, is hard to explain 

using this view, if it is believed that the human soul is special and unique to humans, 
and that there is no life after death for animals. 

5. Some people argue that the suffering people experience is too extreme, and that 

God could have taught the same lessons but with a lesser degree of pain. For some 
people, even if suffering is worthwhile in terms of the lessons it might teach to people, 

it would have been better still if God had never made the world. Dostoevsky, in his 

novel The Brothers Karamazov, presented the argument that the price we are expected 

to pay for our freedom of choice is just too high. In the story, Ivan Karamazov 

speaks to his brother, Alyosha, who is a novice monk, and points out to him examples 

I 
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of innocent suffering: the cruel treatment of animals, for example, and the torture of a 

child. Ivan says that it is not God that he doesn't accept, it's just that he 'returns his 

entrance ticket'; he wants no part in a world where the price is so high. He asks his 

brother if he would have created a world which was perfect except that it demanded, 

for its existence, the suffering of just one tiny child, and Alyosha has to admit that, no, 

he would not have created a world on those terms. 

The best of all possible worlds 

One of the main differences between the thinking of Augustine and that of Irenaeus on 
the problem of evil and suffering is that in Augustine's view, the world was created 

perfect but was spoiled by the misuse of free will on the part of the angels and 

subsequently by humankind; whereas, for Irenaeus, evil has always been part of the 

world and exists for a reason. It is not that God wanted to have evil in the world, but 
that evil is logically necessary if there is to be good. This fits in with the view that God's 

omnipotence is limited to that which is logically possible; God could not have created 

a world in which there was bravery but no fear or danger, for example, because this is 
not a logical possibility. 

Some thinkers, most notably the seventeenth-century French philosopher Rene 

Descartes, have argued that the omnipotence of God must mean that he can do 

anything at all, in an unlimited way. According to Descartes, God's omnipotence means 

that God could, for example, make a square circle, or make 2 + 2 = 5. The whole point 
about the power of God was that it encompassed absolutely anything. God created the 

rules of logic, and can suspend them at any time if he wishes. 

However, most other thinkers have come to the conclusion that the omnipotence of God 

has to be confined to that which is logically possible. This does not place a limitation on 

God, because it still means that God can do everything that can possibly be done. If God's 

omnipotence is to be understood in this second way, and God is limited by logic, then 

some possible answers can be found to the problem of evil. It could still be held, for 

example, that evil was necessary logically for the existence of good . 

ssible for 

in which there was also 
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Some scholars, such as Leibniz and the modem philosopher Richard Swinbume, have 
used this second understanding to argue that this world, although not perfect, is the 
best of all possible worlds. Swinbume suggests different possibilities which God could 
have chosen to create; he could, for example, have created immortal beings who only 
had a limited amount of work to do in the world before it was perfected, but this would 
have been a 'toy world' with no real freedom, and the end result would have been a 
foregone conclusion so that the beings would have only had a partial freedom. 
Swinbume claimed that the world which we have -with both birth and death, and an 
infinite amount of work which needs doing in the world before it is perfect, with each 
individual able to do something for good or for evil but not able to affect everything in 
a major way - was the best possible way in which God could have created things. Evil 
is necessary for our freedom, so that we can make real choices, and is also necessary so 
that we can have virtue. We would not be able to have the virtues without any evil; there 

could be no bravery without danger or fear, there could be no compassion without 
different fortunes for people, there could be no generosity if everyone had enough and 
was contented with what they had, no self-sacrifice, no need to put other people first. 
Swinbume argued that God could have just given us knowledge without any need to 
leam for ourselves, but that this would have made God's existence too obvious and 
would have removed the need for people to make their own discoveries. 

Some people argue that, unless there 
was suffering in the world, people 
would not be able to exercise 
compassion and generosity. However, 
others argue that this kind of suffering 
is too high a price to pay for freedom of 
choice. Is this the best of all possible 
worlds? 

John Hick argued a similar case. In his view, the world is a 'vale of soul-making'. We are 
put in the world to leam, to face evil and suffering and to become better through 
encountering it. Hick recognised that evil and suffering seem to be unfairly distributed, 
but in his view everything will be resolved after death. Hick is of the view that human 
freedom is so important that it is worth paying the price of natural and moral evil in 
order to have it. 
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Swinburne and Hick seem to be taking a consequentialist view when they are 

presenting their theodicies: the means which God uses might be unpleasant, but they 

are justified by the ends (which are our freedom of will). However, consequentialist 

views have been criticised in human ethics, and these criticisms could equally be 
applied to God. The philosopher Kant, for example, took as a fundamental principle 

the view that humans should not be used as a means to an end - but it would appear 
that God does this when he allows suffering. 

Not everyone is of the same opinion. D. Z. Phillips, another twentieth-century 

philosopher, has argued against Swinburne and Hick. In his view, it is not right to 

suggest that God not only allows evil and suffering, but actually planned it to happen, 

and worked it into his design for the world before the world was even made. He argues 
that this would be an evil God, who was prepared to let so many people suffer in 

order that there should be freedom. 

It can be argued, then, that even if the only possible world which could have been 
created involved suffering as well as freedom, there was still no need for God to 

have created a world at all. If this world is the only kind of world possible, then God 

should have left it uncreated. 

The free will defence 

The 'free will defence', as the name suggests, is the argument that God had to allow evil 

and suffering into the world as a logical consequence of giving us freedom to make our 

own moral and spiritual choices. There had to be a real possibility of our choosing to do 

wrong, if we were to have genuine freedom, and we had to suffer real consequences if 

we made the wrong choices. Both Augustine and Irenaeus base their theodicies around 

free will, as do more modem thinkers such as Swinburne and Hick. 

But as we have seen, some argue that this is not sufficient as a defence. Perhaps God 
could have given us free will but with less devastating consequences - there could have 
been a small amount of suffering, but not quite so much. Or perhaps, as Dostoevsky 

suggests, God should not have made the world at all. 
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Jiirgen Moltmann, a process theologian 

Jiirgen Moltmann (b. 1926) was born in Hamburg and drafted in the German army at 
the age of 18, towards the end of World War II. He surrendered to the first British 

soldier he met, in a Belgian wood in 1945, and became a prisoner of war for the next 

three years, where he had little to do but hear news reports of the liberation of German 
concentration camps and reflect upon the war. His captors nailed up photographs 

taken in the camps, for their prisoners of war to look at. Moltmann claimed that, at the 

time, he would have preferred to have died in the war than to be associated with 

German culture and the things that Germany had done. 

Moltmann, a process theologian, was profoundly 
affected by pictures of the Nazi death camps, and 
this lead him to write books about a suffering God. 

Moltmann was encouraged to read the New Testament, and he became a Christian, 

impressed by what he was learning about a God who was with him even when he was 

behind barbed wire. One of the prisons where Moltmann was held, near Nottingham, 

was run by the YMCA, and the organisers allowed Moltmann to read theology books. 

He was particularly inspired by the thinking of a theologian called Reinhold Niebuhr. 

By the time Moltmann was released, he was 22. He went home to his native Hamburg, 

to find it in ruins from Allied bombing. He was disappointed at first to see that people 
were trying to rebuild the country the way it had been before, instead of taking the 

opportunity to move forward, and decided to work on a new theology of hope, meant 

for the survivors of the war. He was aware of the great debt he owed to other Protestant 
theologians for the way they had helped to shape Christian thought, but he was also 
very critical of them for having said so little about the political situation during the war 
and in the years leading up to it. 

Theology of Hope (SCM Press, 1964), The Crucified God (SCM Press, 1973) and other 

works established Moltmann as one of the leading Protestant theologians of the later 
twentieth century. The key theme of Moltmann's writing is hope for the future, based 

on the cross and resurrection of Christ. Moltmann was unable to avoid dealing with the 

problem of evil in his writing - how could a God of love, a God who would die on the 
cross to save people from sin, allow the sort of pain and evil that had happened during 
the war? 
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For Moltmann and other process theologians, 
the key to the problem of evil and suffering is 
in the pain and death of Christ. God, he 
believes, does not stand by and let people 
suffer without caring, but joins them on 
earth and suffers with them. 

In Tbe Crucified God, Moltmann proposed the view that God does not look on the 
earth from a long way away, allowing people to suffer as a means to a greater end while 
remaining unaffected. In arriving at this view, he describes how he was profoundly 
affected by a passage in Elie Wiesel's autobiographical Night. Wiesel, a Jew being held 
in a concentration camp, recounted an occasion in the camp when three people were 

sentenced to death by the guards - two adults, and one still a young boy: 

Tbis time the Lagerkapo refused to act as executioner. Tbree SS replaced him. Tbe three 
victims mounted together onto the chairs. Tbe three necks were placed at the same 
moment within the nooses. 

"Long live liberty!" cried the two adults. 
But the child was silent. 

"Where is God? Where is He?" someone behind me asked. 

At a sign from the head of the camp, the three chairs were tipped over. Total silence 
throughout the camp. On the horizon, the sun was setting. 

"Bare your heads!" yelled the head of the camp. His voice was raucous. We were 
weeping. 

"Cover your heads!" 

Tben the march past began. Tbe two adults were no longer alive. Tbeir tongues hung 
swollen, blue-tinged. But the third rope was still moving; being so light, the child was 
still alive ... 

For more than half an hour he stayed there, struggling between life and death, dying 
in slow agony under our eyes. And we had to look him full in the face. He was still 
alive when I passed in front of him. His tongue was still red, his eyes were not yet 
glazed. 

Behind me, I heard the same man asking: 



Understanding Philosophy of Religion 

"Where is God now?" 

And I heard a voice within me answer him: 

"Where is He? Here He is -He is hanging here on this gallows ... " 

(Elie Wiesel, Night, 1958) 

Key point 

• In process theology, the key to understanding evil and suffering is the belief that 
God is not detached from the world, but is here and is suffering with us, feeling 

our pain as we feel it. 

Moltmann took this answer that had presented itself to Wiesel, and considered it in a 

Christian context, coming to the conclusion that although people may not always be 

able to rationalise suffering or reach an acceptable theodicy, Christians can have the 

comfort and the hope that comes from knowing that God suffers alongside them: 

'God's being is in suffering and the suffering is in God's being itself, because God is 

love' Oiirgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, SCM Press, 1973). 

In Moltmann's view, the hope offered by Christianity should not just be seen as a hope 

for the future, in heaven after death. It should be taken as a hope for the present, 

carrying with it the obligation for Christians to transform the world that they live in. 

Moltmann's understanding of the place of God in human suffering was not the 

understanding that was reached by Wiesel himself, however. Wiesel, like Ivan 

Karamazov in Dostoevsky's novel, found that the suffering of the innocent, and 

especially the innocent children in the gas chambers, was enough to cause him to 

abandon his faith forever. 

Criticisms of process theology 

1. The idea of a suffering God contradicts belief in God as omnipotent, and this seems 

unacceptable to many people. God should be able to do anything - people do not just 
want God to suffer alongside them, they want God to step in and~temove the suffering 

altogether. Process theology seems to suggest a weak God who is powerless to stop evil 
and who is not worth worshipping or praying to. In contrast, most Christian thinkers 

have preferred the description of God proposed by St Anselm, where God is 'that than 

which nothing greater can be conceived' (see pages 182-3). 
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2. As well as making God seem limited in power, process theology also makes God 

seem unfair. People are left to suffer because of the wrong choices of others and only 

a few gain any benefit from the process. 

3. Some process theologians, such as Griffin, are unclear about the existence of an 
afterlife. Rather than God making everything right in heaven, rewarding the good and 

compensating those who have suffered, instead there is just the comfort (if it is a 
comfort) of knowing that the good parts of life outweigh the bad - and this is not true 

for each individual; perhaps it is not even true for humanity as a whole. 

4. Process theology does not seem consistent with the teaching of the Bible. In the 

Bible, God does have power over the laws of nature, because he created them. He put 
the sun and moon in the sky and gave them their patterns of movement; he can part 

seas, make shadows move backwards, cause the sun to stand still, calm storms and walk 

on water. God is omnipotent, as described in the book of]ob. If process theology is to 

be accepted, then Christians need to take a very different view of how the Bible is to be 

understood. 

Practice exam question 

(a) Explain two different responses to the problem raised for religion by the 
existence of evil and suffering in the world. 

For this question, you need to choose two responses to the problem of evil to explore 

in detail. It would be a good idea to choose two that contrast quite sharply, for example 

an Augustinian approach and an approach from process theology. (see pages 292-4) 

A good answer will include an outline of what the problem itself involves. For high 
marks, you should aim for detail and depth, with the implications of each point of view 

developed and explored. 

(b) 'God cannot be held responsible for moral evil.' To what extent would you 
agree with this view? 

In this part of the question, you need to present a clear argument, showing that you 

have considered different points of view and arriving at a conclusion which you have 

supported well. You need to make clear that you understand how moral evil is to be 

distinguished from natural evil, and how some thinkers (such as Augustine) absolve 

God of any blame for it, while others (such as Irenaeus) consider that it is part of God's 
plan for human sucqess. 
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Glossary 

Analogy- when similar things are compared as a way of clarifying or supporting a point. 

Anatta - the Buddhist belief that there is no self and that the sense of self is an 

illusion. 
Antbropic principle - the argument that the natural laws of the universe have been 

'fine tuned' to allow human life to exist. 
Atman- the 'essential Self' in Hindu thought. 

Contingent - depending on something else. 

Cosmology - the study of the origins and structure of the universe. 
Creationism - the belief that the world and everything in it was made exactly as 

described in the Bible. 

Deductive arguments - depend only on logic and not on experience. If the premises 

are true, then the conclusion is proved. 
Disembodied existence - living without physical form. 

Dualism- the view that there are two distinct substances, such as the body and the soul. 

Empirical - to do with evidence that is available to the five senses. 

Empiricism- the belief that knowledge is gained through the senses, through evidence 

which can be tested. 

Epistemic distance - a distance in knowledge or awareness. 

Grace - the help given to us by God to enable us to become holy. 

Inductive arguments - cannot prove, but they try to persuade by providing evidence 

from human experience in support of the conclusion. 

Infinite regress - a chain going infinitely back in time with no beginning, rather like the 

chicken and the egg idea. 

Karma - the principle whereby actions bring about consequences for the individual. 

Monist - the belief that everything has an essential unity. 

Moral evil- the evil and suffering caused by humanity's own deliberate fault. 

Natural evil - the evil and suffering caused by the structure of the natural world. 

Natural selection - the process by which evolution is said to take place, through the 

survival of the fittest who pass on their genes to the next generation. 

Necessary - in this context, the word is used to mean the opposite of contingent. 

A necessary being has no cause and depends on nothing else for its continued existence. 

Noetic - available to the reason; giving knowledge 

Numinous - a word used by Rudolph Otto to mean the 'wholly other'. 
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Objectivist view (of religious experience) - the view that if a religious experience 
truly happens, it demonstrates the existence of a God 'out there'. 
Omnipotent - all, or infinitely, powerful. 

Omnipresent - present everywhere, not confined by space. 
Omniscient - all, or infinitely, knowing. 
Ontological - to do with existence. 

To postulate - to assume the existence of something, for the purposes of reasoning. 
Paradigm - a pattern or model. 
Pragmatism - a way of thinking which says that the truth or meaning of something 
depends, at least in part, on its practical consequences. 
Process theology - a theology which proposes that God moves along the same time
line that we do, does not know the future and cannot force people to behave in a way 
which compromises their free will. 

Quantum (plural: quanta) - an indivisible entity of energy; a discrete amount or 

portion. 

Rationalism - the belief that the mind is the source of knowledge, and truth can be 

found using the powers of reason. 
Reincarnation - being reborn into this world after death into a new physical body 
Resurrection - rising back to life after death in bodily as well as spiritual form. 

Sacram.ent - a sacrament is traditionally understood as being an outward visible sign of 
an inward spiritual grace, that is, a physical expression that acts as a sign of a spiritual 

one. 
Sceptic - someone who is inclined to doubt what he or she is told or wishes to suspend 

judgement unless there is certainty; someone who is keen to point out the limitations 
of knowledge. 
Subjectivist view (of religious experience) - the view that religious experience can be 
true for the believer. 

Teleological- looking at the 'tail end', or end result, in order to draw conclusions. 
Theodicy - an attempt to justify God in spite of the existence of evil and suffering. 
'&anscendent - going beyond human limits; surpassing. 

Veridical - if an experience is described as veridical, it means that it is a genuine 

experience of something that is actually there. 
Verifiable - capable of being shown to be true, through the use of evidence. 
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