3.2.1.3 Theme C: The Existence of God and Revelation  Syllabus
Students should study religious teachings, and religious and philosophical arguments, relating to the issues that follow, and their impact and influence in the modern world. They should be aware of contrasting perspectives in contemporary British society on all of these issues.                                                                                                                                                                 They must be able to explain contrasting beliefs on the following three issues with reference to the main religious tradition in Britain (Christianity) and non-religious beliefs such as atheism and humanism:  Visions, Miracles and Nature as general revelation.

Philosophical arguments for and against the existence of God

· The Design argument, including its strengths and weaknesses.

· The First Cause argument, including its strengths and weaknesses.

· The argument from miracles, including its strengths and weaknesses, and one example of a miracle.

· Evil and suffering as an argument against the existence of God.

· Arguments based on science against the existence of God.

The nature of the divine and revelation

· Special revelation as a source of knowledge about the divine (God, gods or ultimate reality) including visions and one example of a vision.

· Enlightenment as a source of knowledge about the divine.

· General revelation: nature and scripture as a way of understanding the divine.

· Different ideas about the divine that come from these sources: omnipotent + omniscient, personal + impersonal, immanent + transcendent

· The value of general and special revelation and enlightenment as sources of knowledge about the divine, including:



the problems of different ideas about the divine arising from these experiences

alternative explanations for the experiences, and the possibility that the people who claimed to have them were lying or mistaken.

Philosophical arguments for and against the existence of God  - Revision Notes
	Argument
	In a nutshell
	Strengths 
	Weakness/Criticisms

	First Cause/Cosmological
	· Thomas Aquinas argued:

Everything has a cause

The Universe has a cause

The chain of cause + effect cannot keep going back and back forever – so there must be a first cause.

The only thing that could be first cause if God.

Therefore God exists.
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The universe began to exist.
Therefore the universe has a
cause (i.e. God).





	· Aquinas starts with something that everyone agrees with – the existence of the Universe.
· Aquinas may well have said that even if we offer the BBT as the cause of the Universe we can still ask ‘what caused the Big Bang?’
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	· Modern science would argue that the Big Bang Theory offers an explanation for what caused the Universe.

· Many have argued that the First Cause contradicts itself saying that EVERYTHING needs a cause, but God doesn’t need a cause.

	Design 
	· William Paley (and many others) have argued that the world is too complex and intricate to have been the result of chance – it shows too much purpose and elements of design – it is reasonable to assume it had a designer.
· Paley compares the world to a pocket-watch, if the watch needs a watch-maker then the world needs a world-maker.


	· The world does seem to show incredible complexity and things in nature do seem to fit together just right.[image: image3.jpg]The argument explained:
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	· Darwin’s theory of Evolution via natural selection explains why creatures and things in nature appear to be designed.  It is down to adaptation – if something didn’t ‘fit in’ to its environment it wouldn’t survive.[image: image4.jpg]1. Geospiza magnirostris 2. Geospiza fortis
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· Problem of suffering - Surely if the world and the Universe were the creation of an all powerful and all loving God it wouldn’t contain so much suffering.  This is a particular challenge to those Xns who argue that God ‘designed’ the process of natural selection since it involve SO much suffering and death.  Think of all those dinosaurs who died out because they couldn’t adapt quickly enough to their changing environment.


The argument from miracles

· Some Xns believe in God because of Miracles – they may point to the Bible that includes many miracles – for xns those associated with Jesus are particularly important.  As well as showing the divinity of Christ they show that God is all powerful and cares about people.
· Other Xns report more modern miracles as evidence that God acts within the world.  An example of this is the visions and miracles that are supposedly happened to St Bernadette – who witnessed 16 visions of the Virgin Mary and the spring water that appeared is claimed to have healing qualities:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F0S2MvxGvN8  
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	Weakness/Criticisms

· There is no hard evidence – Dawkins points out given the thousands of pilgrims who have visited over nearly 150 years the claim that only 67/8 people have been cured amounts to ‘no evidence at all’.  He believes that people who go are desperate and the Church is exploiting their suffering.
	Strengths 

· If you believe in an all powerful God it seems reasonable that this God could and would perform miracles.

· Miracles reassure believers that God cares about people and wants to help them.


The nature of the divine and revelation

Special revelation is direct revelation to an individual or a group. This sort of revelation includes dreams, visions, experience and prophecy.

General revelation is indirect, and available to everyone. Some truths about God can be revealed through scripture, reason, conscience, the natural world, or moral sense.

· Special revelation usually refers to a direct religious experience that someone has:  an example of this would be the vision that St Berndadette had or the vision that St Paul has of Christ on his way to Damacus.

· These ‘visions’ may well be very convincing for the person who has them, but they are very subjective and may not offer anyone who doesn’t already believe in God a reason to believe.

· Some may query why God would only reveal himself especially to some – does God have favourites?
· Believers may argue that God’s special revelation is available to anyone if they are truly open to it.

· Many Xns believe that God is more generally revealed through scripture – The Bible.
· The Bible is a collection of many different books – it is divided up into the Old and New Testament – the Old Testament is the Jewish Tanekh and contains Jewish history and Law, the New Testament includes the 4 gospels as well as many letters written by early xns – most notably by Paul.
http://request.org.uk/bible/questions-about-the-bible/is-the-bible-reliable/
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· The Bible is a very old document written by humans. It contains some good teachings about God but it needs to be reinterpreted for today. 
· The Bible is literally the direct Word of God. The writers were more like secretaries, faithfully writing down what God told them. Everything in the Bible is true, and most things should be taken word for word. 
· Some people look at the Bible as simply a very interesting piece of literature and try to work out how it was written and put together.
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General Revelation – through Nature
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Different ideas about the divine that come from these sources: omnipotent + omniscient, personal + impersonal, immanent + transcendent

· It would appear that for believers different methods of revelation seem to reveal different aspects of the divine – those who talk about God being revealed through a special revelation they often talk about gaining some deep insight into God and that they become aware of a personal God who loves them.


· Scriptural revelation reveals the incarnation and God in the form of the Trinity – that God is both personal and immanent (in Christ) and impersonal and immanent  in Holy Spirit, transcendent and personal in the Father.
· God through nature is often seen as mighty and transcendent – an almighty God who is omnipotent and in control of everything and knows everything.  Xns may talk about the ‘providence’ of God which refers to the idea that everything that happens is within the will of God – nothing happens outside of God’s knowledge (omniscience).

Enlightenment as a source of knowledge about the divine.

· ‘Enlightenment’ is a term used within religion to mean a state of mind that a person reaches when they have complete understanding.  In Hinduism it refers to ‘oneness’ of the soul with the divine called Moksha.
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· Hindus use the analogy of stirring a block of salt into a bowl of water – the two become combined and there is no part of the water that isn’t salty.  

· Hindus and Buddhists believe that enlightenment is a very hard thing to achieve because it requires that a person gives up their sense of self – this can be achieved through living a morally good life and using meditation to ‘quieten’ the ego – to focus on loving kindness not clinging to our own desires.
So what does it tell us about the Nature of God?

· Well, clearly for Buddhists there is no external, transcendent God.  

· For Hindus the idea of enlightenment is to reach a state where there is no distinction between you and the divine – the purpose of existence is to get closer to the divine.

The value of general and special revelation and enlightenment as sources of knowledge about the divine, including:
	
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	Special
	· They may feel very persuasive to the individual – life changing and utterly convincing.

· William James says the ‘proof is in the pudding’ – in other words if they have a positive effect in someone’s life then they should be taken seriously.
	· They are entirely subjective – no hard evidence can be provided.

· There are alternative explanations for what has happened – religious experiences may be a symptom of mental illness, the person could be having an emotional crisis that spills over into a religious experience (Nicky Cruz - guilt, St Paul - guilt, St Bernadette – illness, Julian of Norwich – fasting).

· Michael Persinger has designed a helmet that stimulates the temporal lobes in the brain that effectively ‘gives people religious experiences’.  So, he would say they are ‘brain events’ not ‘God events’.

· People may be deliberately or inadvertently mislead.  Personally I think that the explanation that people are lying is really weak.  I do think that it possible that St Bernadette was lying although as a nun she kept it up for decades and would have felt very guilty being that lying would have broken one of the 10 commandments????  I think it is much more likely that people were mistaken.

	General
	· These experiences are available to anyone – the natural world, scripture (if you can read).

· Perhaps, for Scripture you have the test of time – it has been used for centuries and if it didn’t ‘work’ it would have been abandoned.  Clearly, even though it is very old, people find something within it that is real.
	· Again, this type of revelation is entirely subjective – it is down to perception – how you see it.  I may look at a beautiful sunset and say ‘look at the handiwork of God’ and you say ‘isn’t nature wonderful’.  We both see the same thing but interpret them differently.
· The difficulty with Scripture is that it isn’t hard evidence.  

· The Bible is ancient and is impossible to verify – it will only convince you if you accept that it is the word of God.  


There we are!
A total of 67 miraculous healings have been recognised at Lourdes since 1858, when a 14-year-old peasant girl claimed that she had seen the Virgin Mary in a cave. However, there have only been four miracles since 1978, the most recent last year when an Italian woman was said to have been healed of acute rheumatism.





The Catholic Church have an independent organisation to look at the claims of miracles and only verify those that have evidence.








Many xns believe that it is possible to gain some knowledge about God through the natural world.  They may view its beauty and immense power somehow reflects the creative nature of God.  The book of Psalm in the Bible celebrates God’s creative powers:  ‘The heavens declare the glory of God, the skies proclaim the work of his hands … ‘


Nature itself is evidence of God’s existence, since without God nothing would exist.
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God gave Julian of Norwich a vision of himself holding something small in his palm, like a hazelnut. He told her that this was all of creation. Think about that. To God, all of creation is no bigger than an hazelnut in the palm of your hand. All of creation, not just you, not just your family, not just this planet, but the entirety of everything is in God’s hand.


According to Julian, “God is the Creator and the lover and the protector.” God created everything and he loves it. God loves us with a fierce love. God loves us more than we could ever love him and he expects nothing in return.








Mosksha is a state where the soul is no longer separated from the divine and will now stop being reincarnated – which is the aim of the soul.


Previously the soul (atman) has been involved in a constant cycle of birth, death and rebirth (Samsara) – and when you reach enlightenment this will stop.





In Buddhism, they do not believe in God and view the state of enlightenment (or Nirvana) as a state where the ego (self) dissolves.
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