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About this book

The aim of this guide is to help you prepare for the Pearson Edexcel AS and A-level Religious Studies Paper 1, Philosophy of religion. It includes coverage of all of the topics required as part of both the AS examination and the A-level examination. This guide should be used as a supplement for a taught course along with textbooks and other materials recommended by your teacher.

The Content Guidance section begins with an introduction to the study of philosophy of religion. The rest of the section, split across the six topic areas, summarises the specification content to develop your understanding of the various topics in philosophy of religion that will be covered in both the AS (Topics 1–3) and the A-level examinations (Topics 1–6) of Paper 1, Philosophy of religion. Each topic area highlights the works and ideas of key scholars who have made a significant contribution to the understanding of the philosophical basis of religious belief. This will prepare you to make a comparison between the works of two named scholars and analyse a specific extract of their work as part of your A-level examination (see below).

The Questions & Answers section provides guidance on how to answer both the AS and A-level examination Paper 1. It includes examples of and guidance on the question types you will encounter in the examination. It also includes sample student answers and examiner comments on how to improve performance.

Specification

For Paper 1, at both AS and A-level, you will be required to:


•  explore some of the main philosophical issues and questions about religion

•  explore the beliefs, values and practices that characterise religious communities within this philosophical context

•  understand and reflect on the contemporary influence of religion, the views of those who do not share a religious belief and the impact of these factors

•  engage with arguments and debates on religious and non-religious views of life

•  analyse and evaluate the viewpoints of contributing thinkers



At A-level only you will be required to further deepen and extend your understanding of the philosophy of religion by:


•  considering how religious ideas are expressed and communicated, and how they may differ from other contemporary ways of expressing beliefs about the world

•  studying how ideas about the philosophy of religion have changed over time, and the most important influences on this process

•  studying key scholars who have made a significant contribution, either historically or in the present, to the development of ideas in the philosophy of religion

•  exploring the links between this paper and other areas of study, such as the impact of beliefs and values — ethics — on modern life, and the importance of tradition in particular religious communities



In the A-level examination, it is compulsory for you to compare the work of two named scholars, including a specific extract of their work. These are published in the relevant pages of the A Level Religious Studies Anthology, which can be downloaded from the Pearson Edexcel website.


Content Guidance

Introduction to philosophy of religion

What is philosophy of religion?

Philosophy of religion is a branch of philosophy concerned with questions regarding religion, including the nature and existence of God, the nature of religious experience, analysis of religious language, and the relationship between religion and science.

Philosophy of religion allows us to engage in arguments and debates that have shaped modern views of the world, such as the problem of evil and suffering, and how traditional religious beliefs differ from contemporary expressions of beliefs about the world.

A key component in the study of philosophy of religion is an understanding of the nature of argument and reasoning, an ability to recognise types of argument, and skill in analysing those arguments. The philosopher of religion makes no presuppositions. He or she takes a question — such as ‘Is there a god?’ — and evaluates the arguments for and against. For that reason, the rest of this introduction focuses on the nature and terminology of argument.

Argument and reasoning

An argument is not the same thing as a quarrel. The goal of an argument is not to attack your opponent or to impress your audience. The goal of an argument is to offer good reasons in support of your conclusion, reasons that all parties to a discussion or dispute can accept. An argument includes:


•  a position or point of view

•  an attempt to persuade others to accept that point of view

•  reasons given to support the point of view



Philosophy is the art of constructing and evaluating arguments. In order to evaluate arguments, you need to think critically. What is the argument trying to say? Does the argument succeed? If not, why not? You also need to consider the form and structure of the argument. What’s the point of the argument? How do we get to that point? How do the parts of the argument fit together?

At the most basic level, an argument consists of:


•  the thesis or position argued for — the conclusion (C)

•  the reasons why the conclusion should be accepted — the premises (P)



A philosophical argument may be written out in prose, but often it can be clearer to write it out in this form:


Premise 1 (P1): justification

Premise 2 (P2): justification

Conclusion (C): Therefore …



This is the simplest possible form of argument.

Whether an argument convinces us depends first on whether we believe its premises, and second on whether its conclusion seems to us to follow from those premises.

Deductive reasoning

In deductive argument, the premises offer logical support for the conclusion: if the premises are true, the conclusion must be true. Here is an example:


P1 All soldiers are brave.

P2 Martha is a soldier.

CI Therefore, Martha is brave.



Deduction involves arguing from the general to the particular, so if all x is y, then this particular x must be y.

Deductive arguments can be very strong, but essentially they only confirm what is contained in the premises. One of the most famous examples is:


P1 All men are mortal.

P2 Socrates is a man.

CI Therefore, Socrates is mortal.



The premises here are true and therefore the conclusion — that Socrates is mortal — must also be true. But we would still need to ensure that the premises are true to guarantee that the conclusion is true.

Inductive reasoning

Inductive arguments provide probable support for their conclusion: if the premises are true, the conclusion is probably true. Here is an example:


P1 Most students in this school support the Labour Party.

P2 Maria is a student here.

CI Therefore, Maria probably supports the Labour Party.



Induction goes beyond the information contained in the premises and therefore cannot guarantee the truth of the conclusion. It is an argument from probability: the conclusion is a probability based on using what is known to speculate about what is not known.

Inductive arguments argue from particular instances to general conclusions: for example, all observed x is y, therefore all x is y.

Analytic and synthetic propositions

Being able to identify different types of proposition is important for evaluating arguments such as the ontological argument for the existence of God.

Analytic propositions

‘All bachelors are unmarried’ is an example of an analytic proposition. It is ‘analytic’ because you have only to analyse a statement of this kind in order to know whether or not it is true. We know that ‘All bachelors are unmarried’ is true from analysing the sentence itself, not from any observation of the way the world is.

Another way of expressing this is to say that no additional meaning or knowledge is contained in the predicate that is not already given in the subject. In the example above, the predicate ‘unmarried’ doesn’t tell us anything new about the subject ‘bachelor’ because the definition of ‘bachelor’ includes not being married: the predicate is contained in the subject.

An analytic statement or proposition is one whose negation is self-contradictory: if I said ‘Black is not black’ I would be contradicting myself.

Synthetic propositions

A synthetic proposition cannot be verified simply from the meaning of the words — you need to investigate the world to check that it is true. For example:


All cats are selfish.

The president is dishonest.

Water boils at 100 degrees.



In order to verify these statements you have to examine the world and the evidence for the statement: for instance, you need to verify whether water boils at 100 degrees or whether the president is dishonest. Unlike what we saw with analytic statements, the predicate (‘selfish’, ‘dishonest’, ‘boils at 100 degrees’) is not contained in the subject (‘cats’, ‘the president’, ‘water’).

Negating any of the propositions above would not result in a contradiction. It would not be a contradiction to say ‘The president is not dishonest’ whereas, by contrast, it would be a contradiction to say ‘The bachelor is not unmarried’.

Necessary and contingent truths

Some propositions are necessarily true. Necessary truths cannot possibly be false: for example, ‘one cannot be in two different places at the same time’. Mathematical statements are necessary truths. Adding 2 + 2 could never give you anything other than 4.

Contingent propositions, on the other hand, just happen to be true: there is no necessity about them. For example, the statement ‘There are 20 people in this room’ is contingent on what the world happens to be like at this moment. In 10 minutes’ time, there could be just two people in the room. A contingent truth is dependent on something else and could change at any time.

A priori and a posteriori knowledge

A priori means ‘what comes before’. A priori knowledge does not depend on experience for its justification. For example, we can know that 2 + 3 = 5 a priori since we only need to think about how to work out the sum. We don’t need to look at the external world or examine our own experiences to recognise that it is true. What we do need, however, is reason. The truths of mathematics, geometry and logic are often considered to be knowable a priori.

A posteriori means ‘what comes after’. Another word for this is ‘empirical’. A posteriori knowledge depends upon evidence that can only be gained through experience for its justification. We cannot work it out just by thinking about it. We need to use the evidence of our senses, our sense-experience.

Necessary truths are necessary because they are knowable a priori. They hold true for all cases, whether today, tomorrow or in a million years. Any statement that we have to test to see whether it holds for future cases is a contingent statement, knowable only a posteriori.

Philosophy, ethics and theology

Philosophy of religion has many concerns in common with theology and with ethics. Philosophy and theology are both concerned with the existence and nature of God, for example. Similarly, philosophy and ethics share a concern with the nature of morality. How do we decide what is the right thing to do in a given situation? All three areas share a concern with the nature of evil. However, whereas the Christian theologian might start with a belief in God and argue from that point, the philosopher makes his or her case solely through argument.

Important thinkers in the philosophy of religion

The work of a range of philosophers and other thinkers from across the centuries is introduced within the different sections of this book, some writing from within the Christian tradition and others not. You may make reference to them when discussing particular ideas or themes as follows:


•  Philosophical issues and questions: William Paley, David Hume, Aquinas, Immanuel Kant, Anselm, Bertrand Russell

•  The nature and influence of religious experience: William James, Rudolf Otto, Richard Swinburne, John Hick, Michael Persinger, Richard Dawkins

•  Problems of evil and suffering: David Hume, John Mackie, Augustine, Irenaeus

•  Religious language: Aquinas, Paul Tillich, A. J. Ayer, Basil Mitchell, Ludwig Wittgenstein, D. Z. Phillips

•  Works of scholars: comparing the writings of Bertrand Russell and Frederick Copleston

•  Influence of developments in religious belief: John Hick, Plato, Aristotle, Darwin, Richard Dawkins



Areas of philosophy of religion for study

This book covers a wide range of ideas and issues and addresses a number of areas of the philosophy of religion on which questions may be set in the examination.

Philosophical issues and questions

This section examines some of the philosophical arguments for the existence of God, and the counter-arguments against them, including:


•  arguments for the probable existence of a designer God based on the evidence of the order and regularity of the universe

•  cosmological arguments for the existence of a necessary being which, unlike everything we see in the universe, is not contingent on any other being for its existence

•  ontological arguments based on a priori deductive reasoning, arguing from the definition of God to the conclusion that God exists



The nature and influence of religious experience

This section considers what it means to have a ‘religious experience’ and examines:


•  the a posteriori inductive argument from religious experience for the existence of God

•  the strengths and weaknesses of this argument



Problems of evil and suffering

This section considers how philosophers and theologians have tried to reconcile the idea of an all-powerful, all-loving God with the evil in the world, focusing on:


•  the logical and evidential inconsistency between the attributes of God and the evident existence of pain and suffering

•  proposed solutions to the problem of evil, or theodicies, and their strengths and weaknesses



Religious language

This section considers the argument that the language we use to talk about God is different from the language we use in everyday life and assesses the arguments that:


•  when we talk about God we are using language analogically or symbolically

•  religious language is meaningless because what we are saying cannot be verified or falsified

•  religious language is a language game that can only be understood in the context of faith and is meaningless outside of faith



Works of scholars

This section reviews a range of critiques of religious belief, encompassing sociological and psychological critiques and atheist arguments, with a particular focus on:


•  Westphal’s analysis of a post-Enlightenment shift from theism to deism

•  the 1948 radio debate between the agnostic philosopher Bertrand Russell and the Jesuit priest Frederick Copleston



Influences of developments in religious belief

This final section looks at views about life and death across a range of religious traditions in relation to concepts of the relationship between mind and body and the nature of evidence from phenomena such as near-death experiences. It also considers the debate between religion and science over the origin of the universe and the creation of humankind, including:


•  the pros and cons of religious versus scientific methodology

•  the evidence for the existence of God from miracles

•  scientific and creationist theories such as the Big Bang theory, Darwinism and the theory of intelligent design




[image: ]

Exam tip

The specification refers to named scholars in almost all sections and this is reflected in this Student Guide. However, you are not restricted to referring to these thinkers alone and wider reading around the topics is recommended.
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The Anthology

You will need to refer to an anthology of extracts from four works. There will be questions set on these specific texts, but you should also be able to apply the texts to any area of study within the specification. The texts are as follows:


•  Mackie, J. L. (1977) ‘Evil and Omnipotence’, Chapter V in Mitchell, B. (ed.) The Philosophy of Religion, Oxford University Press, pp. 92–104

•  Flew, A. and Hare, R. M. (1971) ‘Theology and Falsification: A Symposium’, Chapter I in Mitchell, B. (ed.) The Philosophy of Religion, Oxford University Press, pp. 13–18

•  Mitchell, B. and Flew, A. (1971) ‘Theology and Falsification: A Symposium’, Chapter I in Mitchell, B. (ed.) The Philosophy of Religion, Oxford University Press, pp. 18–22

•  A Debate on the Existence of God — A Debate between Bertrand Russell and Father Frederick C. Copleston (1948), taken from www.biblicalcatholic.com/apologetics/p20.htm



The full prescribed texts are available online via the Pearson Edexcel website, https://qualifications.pearson.com.
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Exam tip

Use this link to access the Anthology: https://tinyurl.com/yargzcu6
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Philosophical issues and questions

The design argument

The design argument is based on experience of the order of the universe — the passing of the seasons, the predictability of tides. For this reason, it is sometimes called a teleological argument (from telos, a Greek word meaning ‘order’ or ‘purpose’). The argument is that the universe is ordered towards some end or purpose, and it is more probable that the universe is so ordered because it was created by an intelligent being to accomplish that purpose than that it is this way by chance.


•  The design argument is an inductive argument because it argues that our experience of order and regularity in the universe is evidence for a universe that has been designed and offers the probable conclusion that there must be a designer — God.

•  The design argument is an a posteriori argument because it relies on our sense-experience of the universe. We perceive the order, beauty and complexity of the universe using our senses and argue that this evidence of design and order implies the existence of a designer — God.



The role of analogy

Philosophers and scientists often use analogy to illustrate and explain ideas and to propose theories. One way to judge the strength of an argument from analogy is to judge whether the analogy works — that is, whether the comparisons are based on things that have a genuine similarity.
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Knowledge check 1

How do we know that the design argument isn’t deductive?
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William Paley’s design argument is a famous argument from analogy.
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Key thinker

William Paley (1743–1805)

Born in Peterborough, William Paley was a liberal theologian, anti-slavery campaigner, teacher and writer of textbooks. Archdeacon of Carlisle for several years, Paley is most famous for the watchmaker analogy he presented in Natural Theology (1802) to argue for the existence of God as designer of the universe.
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Knowledge check 2

Give an example of a widely used analogy.
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Paley’s design argument

Paley put forward two kinds of design argument: one from purpose and the other from regularity.

The argument from purpose

Paley argued that if we found a stone on a heath we would assume the stone had always been there but if we were to find a watch we would not assume it had always been there. The presence of the watch would require further explanation because there is a difference between the stone and a watch. We would infer that the watch had been put together to fulfil a purpose. If it had been put together any other way it would not be able to fulfil its purpose. The watch contains evidence of design and therefore it has a designer.

Paley made an analogy between the watch and the natural world and found that the features observable in the watch were also observable in nature: everything seems to have been designed to fulfil some function and the way the natural world fulfils these functions seems ordered and regular. The eye is intricately designed for vision; birds have wings and light bones so that they can fly. Paley argued that, just as it is unreasonable to assume that the watch came about without a watchmaker, so it is unreasonable to suggest that the universe came about without a designer — God.


[image: ]

Key quotation

When we come to inspect the watch, we perceive (what we could not discover in the stone) that its several parts are framed and put together for a purpose … the inference we think is inevitable, that the watch must have had a maker.

William Paley
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The argument from regularity

Paley also argued from regularity. A watch works by having regular mechanical movements. Regularity in the watch can be compared to regularity in the universe, for example the movements of the planets. Regularity in the mechanism of the watch points to a watchmaker responsible for that regularity. Similarly, regularity in the universe leads us to infer the existence of a designer of that regularity.
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Exam tip

When answering questions on the design argument, make sure you give examples of design in the universe to support your reasoning.

[image: ]



Hume on design arguments

In his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, published over 20 years before Paley put forward his design argument, Hume had put forward some key criticisms of design arguments which we can apply to Paley’s argument.


•  Our experience of the universe is limited. When we see a house, we can conclude that it had an architect or builder because we know this from experience. When we see a watch, we can conclude from experience that there is a watchmaker. We have no experience of universes being designed or built, so we cannot infer the cause.

•  Analogies do not always work very well. There are not enough strong similarities between the watch and the universe for us to infer that they have a similar cause. The universe is an organic entity; a watch is a machine.

•  We cannot know anything about the cause from the effect. Paley assumes that the cause of the universe is a designer and then assumes that the designer is God and that the God who designed the universe is a Christian God. But there could be more than one God, or the being that designed the watch might not be the same being that created the universe. Even if there is a designer, we cannot infer that he or she is infinite or supremely intelligent; we cannot conclude that such a being is the omnipotent, omniscient, benevolent, perfect God that Paley argues for.



In Natural Theology, Paley refutes these and other arguments that he anticipated.
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Key thinker

David Hume (1711–76)

David Hume was a Scottish historian and philosopher. He was a religious sceptic and empiricist who argued that human knowledge is founded on experience. His Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding was published in 1748.

Hume concluded that arguments about God are futile because those who claim to experience God cannot repeat this experience for others to see. He questioned the validity of inductive reasoning, challenging the notion that we can draw conclusions from a few observations or presuppose that events in the future will always hold true because they have done so in the past.
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A modern design argument: Swinburne and probability

Drawing on Ockham’s razor, Swinburne argues from probability: when joined with the cumulative evidence of other proofs for God’s existence — the cosmological, ontological and moral arguments — the design argument raises the probability of God’s existence.

While science can explain many of the regularities we see around us, it is still a logical and reasonable step to postulate a God who created our universe. We can accept Darwinism but still ask ‘What makes natural selection occur?’ It could be that the universe was organised and designed so that life would evolve by natural selection.
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Key thinker

Richard Swinburne (b.1934)

Richard Swinburne was professor of the philosophy of the Christian religion at Oxford University from 1985 to 2002. He has been an influential figure in arguing for the probability of God’s existence, most notably in his most accessible work, Is There a God? (1996). He has written on many other subjects including the problem of evil, the mind–body problem and free will.
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Regularities of co-presence

In The Existence of God (1979), Swinburne reworks Paley’s teleological argument from spatial order. He refers to this as ‘regularities of co-presence’.

Swinburne accepts the evidence that evolution has led to our complex world, but argues that evolution requires particular natural laws in order for it to take place. In order to survive, organisms have to exhibit spatial order — all their parts have to work well together. Like Paley, Swinburne compares this with the machines that human beings make which also have parts that work well together and exhibit spatial order. Nature acts as a human-making machine as it produces us; we, in turn, learn from nature and produce machines that also make machines (think of robots working in manufacturing). Swinburne infers from this that, in the same way as there is a creator of machines (human beings), there is a creator of nature, namely God.
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Exam tip

In answering ‘Evaluate’ questions, it is useful to think about how a thinker solves the problems another thinker faces, for example how Swinburne solves some of the problems Paley’s argument faces.
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Regularities of succession

Swinburne also argues on the basis of temporal order. By temporal order, Swinburne means the way in which the laws of nature are so absolute that one thing always succeeds (follows) another in a predictable order or ‘regularities of succession’. The temporal order of the world is overwhelmingly obvious to us. If we mix hydrogen with oxygen, what always follows is H2O, and we can
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The anthropic principle and best explanation






•  The weak anthropic principle states that because we are here, the universe must have the properties necessary for life: if it didn’t, we wouldn’t be here. However, it does not explain why the universe is as it is.

•  The strong anthropic principle states that it was necessary for the universe to have the properties it did, and the fine tunings in its creation, and that these did not just happen but were necessary. The universe was intelligently constructed, and could not have come into being in any other way.




Theism versus deism



•  Theism holds that God interacts personally with the universe and with humans — an immanent God.

•  Deism holds that God fine-tuned the universal constants to the right values and then left the machinery of the universe to work without interference of any kind — a transcendent God.
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Arguments against the anthropic principle and best explanation



An alternative explanation: evolution
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•  Despite the seemingly successful attack on design launched by Hume and Darwin, the design argument has some strengths.

•  The design argument is based on inductive reasoning where we begin with a universal observation, the order and complexity of the universe, which is testable. The argument seems to fit in with human reason and the use of the watchmaker analogy makes it comprehensible to us and creates a simple and straightforward argument.

•  A strength of modern design arguments is that they are not incompatible with evolution or the Big Bang theory; both processes could be part of the design of the universe.

•  When joined with other proofs for God’s existence — the cosmological, ontological and moral arguments — the design argument raises the probability of God’s existence, as Swinburne argued.

•  A key problem is that arguments from analogy like Paley’s are flawed when the inference from one case to another is too great: worlds are not like watches.

•  The design argument relies on inductive reasoning so any conclusion is only probable. Just because man-made things in the world are designed does not mean that the universe itself is designed. The universe is unique.

•  Even if we accept design in the universe, we are not in a position to say what intelligence created the design. It doesn’t have to be the omnibenevolent, omnipotent, omniscient designer of classical theism. The design we see could just be human reason imposing order on sense-experience.

•  Evolution and natural selection seem to suggest that complex organisms developed through chance genetic mutation rather than through design.
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The cosmological argument


Leibniz’s principle of sufficient reason
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The Kalam argument
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1  The universe has an ultimate cause.

2  The universe has no ultimate cause.
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Aquinas: motion, cause, contingency



•  The first and second ways are causal arguments which seek to explain that features of the world that we all experience — motion and causation — are dependent on a higher power which is itself uncaused.

•  The third way is based on the contingency of the universe and seeks to prove that the universe is dependent on God.
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The first way: motion
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The second way: causation
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The third way: contingency
















Strengths and weaknesses of Aquinas’ argument

Strengths


•  Aquinas did not intend his five ways to demonstrate a uniquely Christian God or to show that what we call ‘God’ is perfect. He intended them to show that there is something which causes things but is itself uncaused.

•  Inductive arguments (see p. 7 for definition) are based on probability rather than proof and show that the existence of God is likely, not certain. This might seem to be a weakness except that our observations of the world and universe seem to support Aquinas’ arguments. By not arguing for a specifically Christian God with set attributes, Aquinas makes the argument simpler and more straightforward to prove.

•  Cosmological arguments seem to be supported by inductive scientific arguments like the Big Bang theory, which backs up the idea that the universe had a beginning. Scientific arguments tend to be more persuasive as they use empirical evidence to support their conclusions.

•  If infinite regress of non-self-explanatory causes, movement and contingent beings was possible, we would still suppose that such a series would require an explanation outside of itself and it is much simpler to suppose that the universe depends for its existence on God — who is himself uncaused and depends on nothing outside of himself for his existence.



Weaknesses


•  Inductive arguments are only probable so do not provide the certainty of God’s existence that religious faith looks for.

•  The idea of infinite regress is also a problem for the argument. There could be an endless series of causes: there doesn’t have to be a first cause or prime mover — the universe could be infinite.

•  If there is an infinite series of things or events which are contingent, each dependent for its occurrence or existence on some other contingent thing or event, then the series as a whole is contingent, i.e. it requires further explanation. This explanation can only be found outside the series in something that is self-explanatory, i.e. that requires no further explanation. Therefore it might be preferable to conclude, as Aquinas does, that God — the infinite and self-explanatory being — is the first cause of the universe. However, if we think about what God was doing before he created the universe we are again drawn into an infinite regress. If we work backwards from the beginning of our universe, we are left with an infinite regress of God actively choosing not to create the universe: an infinite amount of time existing before God actively chose to create the universe.



Hume and Kant
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Further criticisms
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•  Cosmological arguments work with teleological (design) arguments and ontological arguments to create an overall cumulative argument for God’s existence.

•  Cosmological arguments are, generally, a posteriori and exist in both inductive and deductive forms. The arguments question how the universe began, why it was created and who created it, and answer these questions with ideas of causation, motion and necessity.

•  Aquinas and others have argued that there must be a prime mover or prime cause. If everything in the universe is contingent on something else, the absence of a prime mover or prime cause that is not itself moved or caused by anything else (i.e. God) would lead to an infinite regress of movers and causes.

•  Aquinas further argues that if all beings in the world are contingent then at one time nothing would have existed because everything contingent has a cause. There must exist a necessary being who is not dependent on any other being for existence.

•  Hume and Russell have questioned the argument that there cannot be an infinite regress of causes or motions, and point out that while Aquinas denies the infinite, he argues that God is infinite.

•  The ‘principle of sufficient reason’ can also be undermined as we can argue that the universe is a brute fact and requires no more explanation than to accept that, as Russell argues, the universe just is.
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The ontological argument






•  God is omniscient. God knows all things.

•  God is omnipotent. God can do everything.

•  God is omnibenevolent. God is supremely good.

•  God is eternal. God exists outside time; he cannot start or stop existing.

•  God is everlasting. God exists throughout all time.

•  God is immanent. He exists within the universe and is part of our existence.

•  God is transcendent. He is beyond space and time, eternal and unchangeable.

•  God is the creator of all things other than himself.

•  God is incorporeal. He is not a material thing.





Anselm’s first proof
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Gaunilo’s island
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Anselm’s second proof











Descartes’ ontological argument
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A clear and distinct idea




Aquinas’ challenge to the ontological argument





•  We could argue that it isn’t necessary to know God’s essence completely in order for Anselm’s argument to work.

•  We could also say that we can have an ‘adequate’ idea of an all-powerful/perfect being without our having to be able to work out every single attribute that such a being would have. Anselm’s argument simply refers to God as a being ‘than which nothing greater can be conceived’, and we can perhaps think about such a being and accept its existence without being able to define it completely.







Challenges based on existence as a predicate



Immanuel Kant



•  Even if existence is a necessary property of God, this does not mean he exists.

•  Existence is not a property of God, or of anything else.
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Bertrand Russell
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•  The ontological argument relies on deductive reasoning, arguing from the definition of God to the conclusion that God exists.

•  It is an a priori argument which seeks to move from the definition to the reality of God. If you believe that the very nature of God includes the idea of existence, then you will argue that ‘God exists’ is an analytic statement and true by definition. This is the position taken by Anselm, Descartes, Leibniz and others.

•  If you consider the statement ‘God exists’ to be synthetic, then you consider it a possibility that God does not exist and you will look for evidence of his existence or non-existence. This is the position taken by Hume, Kant and Russell.

•  For Hume, Kant and Russell, it is not possible to define something into existence; the definition of something is not enough to prove that it exists. More importantly, the definition of God does not include the property of existence, so using God’s definition to prove his existence fails.
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The nature and influence of religious experience

The nature of religious experience


What is a religious experience?









•  direct experiences — where the person having the experience feels that she/he is in contact with God, for example during prayer

•  indirect experiences — where there is an inner experience of God’s immanence, a feeling of God acting on the world, for example during meditation





•  awareness — seeing the work of God when looking at the world

•  quasi-sensory — having a vision or an inner experience of God

•  numinous — encountering the holiness of God

•  regenerative — a dramatic or conversion experience

•  interpretative — having prayers answered

•  mystical — having a sense of the ultimate reality

•  revelatory — receiving enlightenment from God





•  corporate religious experiences — experienced by two or more people at the same time

•  near-death experiences — when someone ‘dies’ and is then resuscitated




Saul of Tarsus
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•  His experience was both visual and auditory.

•  Saul himself was convinced that he was in the presence of God.

•  The men travelling with Saul heard the voice, although they saw nobody.

•  Saul was left with temporary blindness.

•  Saul experienced a complete conversion to the Christian faith.
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William James on religious experience
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1  Passive — it comes to the recipient unbidden. The experiencer feels overwhelmed by the power of God. The experience controls you and not you it.

2  Ineffable — it cannot be described in ordinary language. The experiencer is aware of what the experience means, in a sense, but cannot describe it.

3  Noetic — the believer gains some kind of knowledge which could not have been reached by reason alone, only by the revelation of the experience.

4  Transitory — it is fleeting or momentary, meaning that the experiencer experiences time in a different way.
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Varieties of religious experience

Mystical experience
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Dramatic or conversion event
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•  the mysterium tremendum, literally ‘a fearful mystery’ — the tendency of religious experiences to cause fear and trembling and a sense of dread

•  the mysterium fascinans, the mystery of fascination — the tendency that mystical experiences have to attract, fascinate and compel
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Revelatory experiences



•  propositional revelation, where God communicates his divine message to a human being

•  non-propositional revelation, where, through religious experience, a person comes to a moment of ‘realisation’ about a divine truth. This is a believer’s recognition of God acting in human experience.
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•  Does it fit with Christian teaching?

•  Does the experience leave the individual feeling at peace?




Corporate experiences



Near-death experiences
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•  Many scholars have attempted to categorise religious experience. Designations include awareness, quasi-sensory, numinous, regenerative, interpretative, mystical, revelatory, corporate and near-death experiences.

•  William James argued that religious experiences express truth in pragmatic terms. They are true to the extent that they help us make sense of our lives. The essential experience is the same for all religions; the experiencer simply interprets the experience in the light of their own belief system. James produced case studies to provide empirical evidence of religious experience.

•  Rudolf Otto argued that numinosity defines religious experiences. A numinous experience is one where God reveals himself through visions, dreams or a realisation of the divine truth, inspiring awe and wonder at the power of God in the universe.
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Influence of religious experience as an argument for the existence of God












•  Substantial numbers of ordinary people report having had such experiences, in almost all known cultures.

•  These experiences are a posteriori and rely on empirical evidence.

•  The experience often has significant effects on people’s lives, inducing in them acts of self-sacrifice well beyond what could be expected from evolutionary arguments.

•  Religious experiences often seem very real to the people involved, and are quite often reported as being shared by a number of people.
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Swinburne’s five-part classification




1  Experiences of God mediated through a common ‘public’ sensory object, like a sunset or an ocean.

2  Experiences of God mediated through an uncommon public sensory object. By this, Swinburne means the kind of experience had by Moses at the burning bush.

3  Experiences of God mediated through a private object that can be described empirically. For example, in Acts 10:10–16, Peter sees a vision of a cloth filled with non-kosher animals. The cloth was descending from heaven and the vision taught Peter that all foods are ‘clean’ and may be eaten.

4  Experiences of God mediated through a private object that cannot be described empirically — for example, Teresa of Avila and Julian of Norwich’s respective claims to have felt the mystical presence of Jesus.

5  Experiences of God not mediated through any empirical object. In the fifteenth century, Nicholas of Cusa claimed to have perceived God as an absolute non-bodily Spirit, for example.




The principles of credulity and testimony



•  The principle of credulity says that our experience is normally reliable, so on the balance of probability, experience can be trusted as being more likely to be true than not. We should therefore trust our perceptions about our experiences of God.

•  The principle of testimony suggests that people normally tell the truth. If someone tells us that they have had a religious experience, then we should accept the balance of probability and believe them.
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Weaknesses in Swinburne’s argument



•  Atheists would deny Swinburne’s view that it is more probable than not that God exists, in which case both principles fall apart as a means of verifying religious experiences as experiences of God. After all, if atheists have an equally strong conviction that there is no God, then why should we not accept their testimony?

•  People are not, generally, as trustworthy as Swinburne assumes. People often have a good reason to lie. Even when they believe they are telling the truth, say about a religious experience, there is no guarantee that this is the case.

•  We can’t compare statements about everyday empirical experiences with statements about non-cognitive, mystical experiences. We have no means of verifying non-cognitive experiences, so we cannot evaluate testimony about them in the same way.






•  They might have deceived themselves. For example, someone recently bereaved may want to believe that the dead person is trying to contact them.

•  Second, even if we are convinced that they have not deceived themselves, and that the experience is very intense and spiritual, there is still no guarantee that the experience comes from God.
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Challenges to religious experience

Psychological challenges



Physiological explanations
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Kant’s objection


The problem of interpretation



John Hick on religious experience
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Richard Dawkins
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•  The argument for the existence of God through religious experiences is a posteriori and relies on the evidence of those having the experience. Over the centuries there have been countless testimonies to religious experiences across all cultures. For religious believers these experiences are not random: they are messages from God that require a response from the experiencer and may result in a change in their life.

•  The problem with religious experience is that the validity of such experiences relies on the testimony of the believer who, arguably, has a vested interest in the acceptance of the experience as a religious one.

•  Swinburne’s principles of credulity and testimony argue that generally people tell the truth and we should, on the balance of probability, believe the truth of their experiences. But can the empirical evidence be certain when the circumstances surrounding the experience may be unreliable or where there is evidence of lying or mental illness?

•  We might argue, as Hick does, that religious experience is a type of ‘seeing as’ — a way of interpreting the world by the religious believer that has an equal validity with the interpretation of a non-believer. However, this still does not help us prove one way or the other whether religious experiences actually happen and whether they are, indeed, manifestations of the divine.

•  Atheists like Richard Dawkins refute any idea of the validity of religious experiences. Dawkins argues that any belief in religious experience is a psychotic mind-set.

•  Swinburne suggests that if we put religious experience together with design, cosmological and ontological arguments then we have strong cumulative evidence for the existence of God.
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