



[image: ]









[image: ]







Acknowledgements



The author would like to thank Lorna and David once more for all their support, encouragement and understanding since I first began this writing thing 27 years ago.


Thanks to all of you out there delivering and supporting RMPS. Keep up the good work.


The publishers would like to thank the following individuals, institutions and companies for permission to reproduce copyright material:


Photo credits: p.9 © Peter Horree/Alamy Stock Photo; p.10 © The Image Works/TopFoto; p.16 © jozef sedmak/Alamy Stock Photo; p.17 ©olivierl/123RF; p.21 © Fine Art Images/Heritage Images/Getty Images; p.29 (top) © NASA/WMAP SCIENCE TEAM/SCIENCE PHOTO LIBRARY, (bottom) © RUSSELL KIGHTLEY/SCIENCE PHOTO LIBRARY; p.30 © JOSE ANTONIO PENAS/SCIENCE PHOTO LIBRARY; p.32 © nickolae/Fotolia; p.33 © Anyka - Fotolia.com; p.34 © Rob Cicchetti/123RF; p.35 © TONY CAMACHO/SCIENCE PHOTO LIBRARY; p.36 © Alexandr Mitiuc/Fotolia; p.41 © sakkmesterke/123RF; p.49 (top) © Jim West/Alamy Stock Photo, (bottom) © chungking/Fotolia; p.57 © The Granger Collection/TopFoto; p.64 (left) © Dimitrios - Fotolia.com, (right) © mdfiles/Fotolia; p.70 © picsfive – Fotolia.com; p.71 © Michalis Palis/Fotolia; p.85 © Karel Miragaya/123RF; p.86 (top) © luzitanija/123RF, (bottom) © Franck Boston/Fotolia; p.89 © Timewatch Images/Alamy Stock Photo; p.94 © Glasshouse Images/Alamy Stock Photo; p.95 © viktor kunz/123RF; p.98 © Paul Doyle/Alamy Stock Photo; p.100 (left) © dpa picture alliance/Alamy Stock Photo, (right) © paul prescott - Fotolia.com; p.114 © The Art Archive/Alamy Stock Photo; p.115 © The Art Archive/Alamy Stock Photo; p.116 © Godong/Universal Images Group/Getty Images; p.117 © Angelo Giampiccolo – Fotolia; p.127 © University of California Santa Cruz (Ron James Photography Collection); p.129 © Barbara Bradley Hagerty/NPR; p.130 © Victor de Schwanberg/Alamy Stock Photo; p.132 (top) © Nikki Zalewski/Shutterstock, (bottom) © ArTo - Fotolia.com; p.138 © The Art Archive/Alamy Stock Photo, p.139 © Zvonimir Atletic/Alamy Stock Photo; p.142 © PETER COSGROVE AP/Press Association Images


Images on pages 1, 145, 149 © Robert Spriggs/Fotolia; pages 5, 6, 26, 41 © rolffimages/Fotolia; pages 53, 54, 68, 76 © magann/Fotolia; pages 83, 84, 93, 103 © adimas/Fotolia; pages 111, 112, 125, 136 © ssilver/123RF


Acknowledgements: Course assessment and marking guidance content in pp 145–148 has been adapted from SQA course specification and support notes and marking instructions Copyright © Scottish Qualifications Authority. The exam-type questions are not derived from any SQA specimen or past papers.


Every effort has been made to trace all copyright holders, but if any have been inadvertently overlooked the Publishers will be pleased to make the necessary arrangements at the first opportunity.


Although every effort has been made to ensure that website addresses are correct at time of going to press, Hodder Gibson cannot be held responsible for the content of any website mentioned in this book. It is sometimes possible to find a relocated web page by typing in the address of the home page for a website in the URL window of your browser.


Hachette UK’s policy is to use papers that are natural, renewable and recyclable products and made from wood grown in well-managed forests and other controlled sources. The logging and manufacturing processes are expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.


Orders: please contact Bookpoint Ltd, 130 Park Drive, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4SB. Telephone: +44 (0)1235 827827. Fax: +44 (0)1235 400454. Email education@bookpoint.co.uk Lines are open 9.00a.m.–5.00p.m., Monday to Saturday, with a 24-hour message answering service. Visit our website at www.hoddereducation.co.uk. Hodder Gibson can also be contacted directly at hoddergibson@hodder.co.uk.


© Joe Walker 2019


First published in 2016 © Joe Walker


This second edition published in 2019 by Hodder Gibson, an imprint of Hodder Education An Hachette UK Company 211 St Vincent Street Glasgow, G2 5QY


Impression number      5    4    3    2    1


Year                          2023 2022 2021 2020 2019


All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, no part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or held within any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher or under licence from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited. Further details of such licences (for reprographic production) may be obtained from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited, www.cla.co.uk


Cover photo © vovan - stock.adobe.com Illustrations by Sarah Arnold Illustration Typeset in India by Integra Software Services Ltd. Printed in Italy


A catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


ISBN: 978 1 5104 5780 5
eISBN: 978 1 5104 6109 3





Note to teachers



This book covers the ‘Religious and Philosophical Questions’ component of the Scottish Qualifications Authority course in Religious, Moral and Philosophical Studies (RMPS) at Higher level. It is designed to start young people thinking about religious and philosophical questions and developing their own beliefs as a result. Like many topic areas in RMPS, each topic, in fact each chapter, could be a book on its own so I have, as always, aimed to keep it all relatively simple while hopefully providing enough detail to open up these complex and interesting areas of discussion. As you know, many of these are very sensitive topics for some, and viewpoints and beliefs around many of these issues run deep and discussions can be heated.


I have strived very carefully to avoid taking any ‘sides’ in any of the debates and discussions – that is neither my job nor yours. Our role is to provide the contexts for thinking for young people, encouraging depth, reflection and analysis of the areas for discussion, and to support them in developing their own views so that they can build their own world view to support them in their own lives.


As ever, I have followed the structure of the course as set out by the SQA. In addition, I hope that occasional forays into other areas of interest might support inspiring teaching and learning, and allow for some element of personalisation and choice for young people even though they are following a specific National Qualification (NQ) course. The availability of so many sources of information these days is a great boost for teaching and learning, but it can also sometimes be overwhelming, so hopefully this book can set learners off in helpful directions and start to make sense of all that is out there.


In terms of course content, I have tried to include some variety here but for some topics I have deliberately limited the text to ‘classical’ arguments as well as focusing specifically on largely Western European and Christian contexts. There is nothing to prohibit learners from studying creation, evolution, Big Bang, the problem of suffering and evil, miracles and so on in the context of any religion of their choosing, but to make things manageable in this book I have focused on a largely Judaeo-Christian context, with opportunities in the ‘Investigate’ section for learners to extend their learning across other religions and belief groups.


I have included exam-type questions and various assessment activities but, as always, please ensure that you are following the latest SQA advice and guidance in relation to coursework and SQA question structures.


I have tried to give a specifically Scottish flavour where I can – hopefully not to the point of parochialism but in a way which resonates with young people in a Scottish context. Some of the topics don’t exactly lend themselves to a laugh-a-minute approach, but I have tried to keep things light without being flippant, and humorous without being disrespectful. You will find some repetition in this book, for which I apologise. The current SQA course has a lot of overlapping areas of study and I have assumed that most learners will focus only on one topic. Where there is repetition, I have endeavoured to keep the text fresh.


I hope this is all of use to you.


Note to learners


Congratulations on choosing RMPS. You will find yourself in the middle of a subject which is right at the heart of the big questions facing the world today. In fact, in some ways these questions are exactly what make us human. The purpose of this book is to help you think through these big questions and arrive at your own conclusions. Try not to believe something just because someone says so and ask yourself questions as you read this book. You won’t find my opinion in this book because what I think about these topics really isn’t of any importance to anyone but me. So develop and extend your own beliefs and values and put them into action in positive ways. People of my generation (I’m 56 now and started writing RME/RMPS textbooks when I was 29) sometimes say things like ‘The future is in the hands of our young people.’ Sometimes they mean ‘Oh dear, what will happen now?!’ And sometimes, like me, they mean ‘That’s good – the world is in safe hands.’ I know it’s corny and cheesy, but you really are the future and I’ve worked with young people long enough to trust that you know what you’re doing with it. So enjoy this course and let it help you to develop as a human being so that you can make the world a better place. There’s no need to panic – I’m not handing that job on to you just yet, but it’s getting ever closer … Making the world a better place is the responsibility of all of us, no matter what age we are.





1 Religious and philosophical questions
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Once upon a time there was a worm. The worm wriggles through the soil each day doing whatever it is that worms do with soil. All day long its little segmented and slithery body – which is about 90% water – moves through the soil. It wriggles, it writhes and it moves around. One day it might even mate with another worm and produce little cocoons out of which little baby worms will emerge. These tiny little worms will wriggle through the soil each day doing whatever it is that worms do with soil. All day long their segmented and slithery little bodies will move through the soil … By now you may be hoping for more from our little wormy chum, but sadly this tale has little to offer. No one really knows what goes through a worm’s mind, such as it is; no one really knows if anything much goes through a worm’s mind – but all day long the little worm wriggles through the soil …


I’m very sorry indeed if this little story is boring you beyond all comprehension and I hope you’re not too troubled by this start to your course. Perhaps you are already asleep. But I’m afraid there isn’t a whole lot else to say about this little worm. Of course, if this little worm could communicate with us then things would be very different, and I might have a wonderful tale to tell – but for the moment, there’s nothing more than this little worm wriggling through the soil each day doing whatever it is that worms do with soil …


[image: ]





What are religious and philosophical questions?


Now, of course, we might be greatly underestimating worm-power and perhaps the average worm has an incredibly active mind, but as far as we know … it doesn’t. Humans, on the other hand, generally ask deep and searching questions right from the point at which they can communicate: young children are forever asking ‘Why?’ And even when they have an answer they often continue to ask ‘Why?’ again and again.


Philosophical questions are sometimes referred to as the ‘big questions’ or ‘ultimate questions’. They are questions about meaning, about value, and about purpose in life. Some people might say that the ability to think about, ask and consider these questions is the thing that makes us uniquely human. Maybe humans are meaning-seeking creatures who want to know why things are the way they are and what this means for each of us. So perhaps in studying this course you are engaging in something which identifies you as a human being – a creature uniquely placed to consider its place in the universe, communicate with others about that and follow that thinking through with action in your life.


Philosophy is about thinking – about reason, logic and about constructing and analysing arguments and viewpoints. Philosophers ask the big questions and think about how we might answer them, as well as what these questions mean for us. There are many different kinds of philosophical viewpoint but all share the common feature that they are – essentially – thinking about thinking. Philosophy aims to use reason and argument to arrive at possible answers to the big questions – and where answers are impossible, to get as close to an answer as it is possible to do.


Religion is a complicated concept. It involves a great many factors which are social, psychological, practical and historical among other things. Religion involves belief and practice and may be based on faith – though this is not always the case. Religious people, too, use reason and argument and logic sometimes to arrive at answers. Sometimes they also base their answers on faith – believing in the absence of evidence, or in the presence of contradictory evidence, perhaps even when reason might point in another direction entirely.


The connection between religion and philosophy is also complex. Religions have philosophies which are part of what they are based upon. Many philosophers are religious. Religion can be examined using philosophy as a tool of investigation and, of course, philosophy and religion have considered many of the same questions for a long, long time.


Can these religious and philosophical questions be answered?


Some people get a little annoyed with some of the religious and philosophical questions you will examine in this book. They think that because there are no immediate answers – or, in their opinion, any chance that there will ever be any answers – there’s not much point in discussing them. You’ll have to develop your own view of that, but think of it this way. Choose your favourite sport. Imagine someone said that there was no point in engaging in your chosen sport because eventually it finishes – so there’s no point in starting a football match because it will be over after 90 minutes. That wouldn’t make sense and you would probably tell them it’s not just the end result that matters – it’s the whole process of doing the sport. So take the question ‘Does God exist?’ Perhaps there will never be an answer to that question, so does that mean we should never ask it or think about it? Maybe in asking and discussing that question we will learn a little more about ourselves and about others – understand ourselves, others, and the world in which we live. Now what can be wrong with that? Some people think that considering these questions helps develop our thinking skills and so helps us to deal with many more questions in life and, as a result, live a better, more fulfilled life. At the end of the day, only you can decide if asking and trying to answer these questions makes any sense.


How do I know if I’ve got it right?


The answer in this case is quite tricky. Many of these questions may not have a ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answer – in fact, what makes something right or wrong is a religious and philosophical question in itself! Some people will, of course, claim that there is a ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ answer to many of these questions but you will have to make up your own mind about that – after all, that’s the whole point of this course.


Why are many of these questions so controversial?


Many of the questions you will examine in this course provoke strong opinions and heated argument. For most people, what they think or believe is very important to them and they like to defend these thoughts and beliefs. Sometimes defending your thoughts and beliefs is done through argument and discussion, and sometimes in less desirable ways. People feel strongly about things and can be sensitive to their thoughts, beliefs and way of life being somehow under attack in these discussions – they may ‘fight’ back in some way or other. This shows that thoughts, viewpoints, opinions and beliefs can be very important to people and so are very carefully guarded against ‘attack’ by others. This book will take no ‘sides’ about any of these questions – its aim is to provide you with the basic information and let you think through the questions for yourself. What conclusions you reach are entirely up to you.



Facts, figures, opinions … life skills



Throughout this course, as you deal with these complex questions, you will come across many things which are facts or are claimed to be facts. You will examine opinions and viewpoints and consider beliefs. You will try to separate out claims about reason and logic. You will consider, reflect upon, analyse and evaluate, construct and de-construct arguments and assertions. You will investigate, synthesise, report on, talk about, discuss, present … These are all key skills you will need in life in a variety of contexts. So, no matter what the topic you’re examining, you will be developing important skills for learning, life and work. Importantly, too, you will be thinking about your own responses to these questions and so you will be building your own identity as you grow, mature and develop – and you will do this long after this course; in fact, throughout the rest of your life. Thinking about these questions will help you to make sense of life, to make sense of others and, perhaps most importantly, to make sense of yourself.


Pre-course thinking


Before you start your coursework, you should use the following questions for open class discussion and debate. These will get you thinking about religious and philosophical questions no matter what topic you are studying in the course. There are many links between these big questions anyway. You do not need to discuss all these questions but, with help from your teacher, select a few to focus on to start you off.





•  Does life have a ‘purpose’?



•  Is religion still an important feature in today’s world?



•  Is there a point to philosophy?



•  Is there such a thing as God or gods?



•  What beliefs do people have about God or gods?



•  Where do our beliefs come from?



•  How closely are our beliefs linked to our upbringing, and where and when we live?



•  What other factors influence our beliefs?



•  How do we judge if a religion is true?



•  Can we ever know if a religion is true?



•  Should we question people’s beliefs?



•  What is faith?



•  How do we work out if something is true or not?



•  Do we need evidence for anything we believe?



•  How did the universe begin?



•  Does the world around us suggest the existence of a creator?



•  How did life on Earth begin?



•  Is there anything special about human beings?



•  Why do bad things happen?



•  Does the existence of evil call into question the existence of God or gods?



•  What is suffering and why do people suffer?



•  Does suffering have value?



•  Are humans completely free?



•  Are human choices and actions within our control?



•  How important is human freedom?



•  Have miracles ever happened and do they still happen today?
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2 Religious explanations and evidence
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The Tarpatu people of New Sasaland believe that this is how the universe began …


At the start there was nothing – although this was also something – but not as we know it. Then, from this nothing-something came the Neratu. This can only be explained by likening it to something we know about. The closest thing to it today might be a potato. So this potato appeared from the nothing-something and in the process lost its nothingness, leaving behind only its somethingness. Its nothingness has not gone entirely, for most of the universe as we know it today is composed of it.


So the great potato sprouted eyes – as potatoes tend to do. Now these eyes became shoots, then stalks and stems and leaves and flowers – on a truly cosmic scale. As the Neratu grew, its growth reached into all of the nothingness and filled it with a multitude of somethings. These took new shapes and forms – liquids and gases, fluid and solid, energy and light, and trasua – of which we know little, even today.


As the Neratu grew it soon came to be unrecognisable as the universal potato it had once been, and all its shoots became other things – with no memory of what they had once been and no memory of the first great potato which became all things.


Perhaps in the end, it will all result in a great mash, or splinter into an infinite number of chips … Who can say?


From the Neratu all things came. What their end will be no one knows.


Did something once sow the great Neratu? Was there something before the Neratu? What remains of the Neratu now? None can know …
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Talk Point


How would you respond if one of the Tarpatu people told you that ‘this story is 100 per cent, completely true’?
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Creation stories around the world



Hopefully you have guessed that the Tarpatu’s creation story is completely fictional – although perhaps it might be nice to think of the universe beginning in the form of a big cheery potato. Around the world and throughout history there have been many versions of the creation of the universe. In many of these stories the universe simply comes into being through some process or other; in other stories there is something or someone which sets it all in motion. Most often this great being, person or entity exists without explanation – or with the explanation that this being has always been there and requires no beginning. For some reason, known only to this being, he/she/it decides to make other things and goes about creating the universe. Everything which exists today is then thought of as the result of the creative action of this great being. Sometimes, parts of the body of this great being become physical features of the universe itself; other times the great being remains separate from the universe it creates. In some stories, this being is imagined as human-like – or at least recognisable in some way as something living that we are familiar with, just on a huge cosmic scale. In other stories, this being is a force or power, an energy form which has no features and is not physical in the way we understand it today. For many, these stories are considered to be literally true. They happened exactly as written (or spoken) – they are history. For others, the stories are pointers to something which really happened, but which was far too complex for us ever to understand and so it is approached as a piece of poetry – a way of putting into words something which is beyond words. There are many creation stories across the world. From China comes the story of a great cosmic egg filled with the being Pan Ku. In the Pacific Islands, creation is brought about by the great god Tangaroa. In the world of the Inuit, the story is told of the greedy and eventually fingerless Sedna, from whose drowned body came all things …


Some questions raised by these stories


If any of these stories is completely and literally true – meaning accurate historical fact – then right away we have a few problems:





•  How can they all be true at the same time? Surely if one is true then another is false. Is one a lie and the other truth? Is one an accurate explanation and another a misunderstanding?



•  What if all or part of one story contradicts another (or even includes contradictions of itself)? What if one story said that everything was created by a being and another that everything simply came into existence itself? How can both be true?



•  How did we come to know about the story since the only being around at the time was the creator him/her/itself? In many of the stories, rational thinking beings take some time to appear on the scene. Did the great creator sit down with one of them one day and share with that person the story of creation so that the person could hand it on? How can we be sure that this person handed on the story accurately and that his/her/their descendants did the same throughout the rest of history?



•  And, of course, perhaps the biggest problem is this: if there was a being which created everything and so is the origin of everything, what was the origin of that being? In what way does it make sense to say that everything required a beginning except the thing which brought everything into existence? More of that later.





Responses to creation stories


So how do we respond to the many creation stories which are believed around the world today?





•  They are all true. Maybe all these stories are true in some way. Imagine a beautiful painting. You could describe this painting in a story or in a poem. You could write a song about it. You could describe, in scientific terms, the paints used and the percentages of one colour as opposed to another. You could measure the painting and describe it in numbers. All these ways of ‘explaining’ the painting would be perfectly true, but different. So perhaps all the creation stories in the world today are true – just different ways of communicating the same events.



•  One of them is true and all the others are not. We have to face this possibility. Perhaps one story is accurate and all the others are not. Perhaps all the others were just made up to provide some entertainment around the fire on a cold night. Perhaps the other stories were made up to discredit the one true story. Perhaps the other stories are the result of the poor memory of storytellers through the years. Maybe there was one true story which everyone agreed on, and over the years bits of it were forgotten or changed by accident or on purpose, so that after a long time they turned into what appear to be completely different stories.



•  There is some truth in all of them. Maybe the outward features of the story are less important than the truths which lie behind it. Perhaps all the stories contain some truth, but are ways of telling the ‘one true story’ in different ways which are suitable for people hearing the story at different times and in different contexts.



•  The stories are ‘meaning-makers’. Perhaps humans are meaning-seeking creatures and we have a built-in need to make sense of things – we need to build a story to help us understand. For example, imagine that you hear that your friend was put out of his maths class by his teacher. Right away you will probably ask a whole series of questions: ‘What did he do? What did he say? What did the maths teacher do? What happened next? Have his parents been told? What did they do?’ All of your questions point to your need to understand the story – to make one kind of meaning out of the events. Perhaps, as we experience the world around us, we constantly need to make sense of it – and we do this through story.
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Talk Point


Are some creation stories more ‘believable’ than others? What might make them so?
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The Judaeo-Christian creation story


There are many creation stories but for this course we will focus on the Judaeo-Christian story. While this is often referred to as the Christian creation story (by Christians, of course), it first appeared in the scriptures of Judaism, and there is a version accepted within Islam too. As this story has one specific creator, we will use this as a focus for our understanding. The story begins with nothingness, then the divine being creates everything through a series of creative actions, with the final act of creation being human beings. In Judaism, this being is referred to as the great ‘I am’, with the Hebrew name ‘Yahweh’ – a name which is so powerful it is not said aloud; instead is uttered the word ‘Adonai’ (my Lord) or Lord. This being has become referred to most commonly as God. (In Judaism, this is often written as G-d to reflect the importance and power of the name.) Christians refer to this being as God and Muslims call him Allah. Across these three religions, it is understood that this being is the same being – and for the purposes of this book we shall simply refer to him as God. While we’re at it, we will also refer to God as ‘him’ and ‘he’. This is not sexism – it simply reflects the usual approach in these three religions, although there are religious people who are quite happy to refer to God as ‘her’ and ‘she’. When ‘him’ and ‘he’ are used in relation to God they are often written as ‘Him’ and ‘He’ but we will not use that form in this book. Finally, we will use ‘God’ rather than ‘god’ as this will show clearly that we are talking about the Jewish/Christian/Muslim God and not other gods from other religions. Hope that’s all nice and clear …


The Judaeo-Christian story can be found in the book of Genesis (the word means ‘origin’) – perhaps unsurprisingly in the first few pages of Chapter 1. The story is generally accepted as follows:





1  There is nothing. Everything is formless and desolate.



2  God decides to make something out of nothing.



3  He creates light and separates day from night, and land from sea.



4  He then adds life forms to land.



5  Next he makes celestial bodies – the Sun, the Moon, stars and all that.



6  Then he adds further life forms to the seas and creates more land-based life.



7  Finally he forms human beings as the pinnacle of his creation. These human beings are made ‘in his own likeness’ (or ‘image’). In some translations of the scripture it says that ‘human beings will resemble us’. There are many different views about what this might mean.



8  Then a well-deserved rest is in order.





The timescale for the story was stated in the scriptures as six days, with the seventh a day of rest. Bear in mind that the word ‘days’ might have many different meanings.


Creation – the early humans


The creation of human beings was specifically explained in the second chapter of the book of Genesis. (In Islam, reference to the creation story occurs in a number of places throughout the Quran (Koran) and there are some differences in detail about creation between Islam and the Judaeo-Christian version.) In the book of Genesis, God takes soil from the earth and forms a man – Adam – into whom he breathes ‘life-giving breath’. At this point, God tells man that he is in charge and can do anything – except eat from a particular tree. Deciding that man is lonely, he makes a woman – Eve. Now everything is perfect and Adam and Eve live the perfect life.


However, in this garden of perfection there is a snake who persuades Eve to eat from the forbidden tree, and she, in turn, persuades Adam to do so as well. God is not at all pleased and punishes them for their disobedience by expelling them from the garden. Things very quickly turn unpleasant in the story from this point on. Adam and Eve have two sons – Cain and Abel – and soon the world’s first murder is committed as Cain kills Abel. The motive for this murder is Cain’s unhappiness at God’s acceptance of Abel’s offering of a lamb, having rejected Cain’s offering. Cain and his wife (no explanation is given about where Cain’s wife came from) have a son, Enoch.
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Adam lived to be 930 years old and a long list of descendants follow, ending in the three sons of the 500-year-old Noah. In between this, ‘supernatural beings’ (or ‘sons of God’ or ‘sons of the gods’) took human girls for themselves, resulting in the birth of ‘giants’. According to Genesis, human behaviour eventually became so wicked that God decided he would start all over again. He sent a flood to wipe out everything except for one good man – Noah and his family – who survived in a great boat along with two of every species. Noah’s three sons – Shem, Ham and Japheth – left the boat with their wives after the flood and became the ancestors of all humans on Earth. Humans then repopulated the Earth – and life goes on as normal.
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Talk Point


What questions does the story of the early humans in Genesis raise for you?
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Origins of the story


So this story can be found in the scriptures of Judaism, Christianity and Islam – but how did it come to be remembered today?




[image: ]


Talk Point


How do you think this creation story found its way into the scriptures of Judaism, Christianity and Islam?
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Judaism/Christianity



The Judaeo-Christian story may have two possible origins. First there is the divine communication origin. This is the view that the story was communicated directly from God to humans. This might then have been passed down through the ages by word of mouth until it was eventually captured in writing, or spoken by God directly to the writers of the Jewish scriptures, who wrote it down immediately to be captured in writing and passed down that way. This origin of the story would suggest that the story we have now is absolutely as it happened, because it is as God himself described it – and he should know.


Another possibility is the oral transmission origin, that somehow the story was passed down through time, person to person. Perhaps parts of it were written down – possibly by different people at different times, drawing upon different memories of the story passed down. Eventually a version was agreed that has become the story we have today. Of course, this way of passing down the story could mean that bits were forgotten or amended as the story was passed down – and so perhaps the story we have is not as pure as it could be. (Of course, God might have made sure that each part of the story was passed down accurately until it was captured in writing.)


Responses to the Judaeo-Christian story


Literalist/Creationist understandings


We will discuss these in detail in the next chapter, but for the moment it is enough to say that some religious people accept the scriptural accounts of the creation as literally true – that they happened exactly as the scriptures describe them. They accept this as a matter of faith – which means that they can accept anything which might seem complicated – or, in some people’s opinion, ‘far-fetched’ – about the stories. They believe in an all-powerful creator who could create the universe exactly as the scriptures describe it being created – end of discussion. This also applies to the story of the first humans – one man and woman and their descendants. There was a great worldwide flood and only Noah and his family survived.


Creationists believe in the literal truth of the scriptural accounts of creation. Some base this on faith alone – arguing that if it is in the scriptures then it is true as written and there’s no real need for any further discussion. Others go beyond this and argue that not only is it true because it is in the scriptures, but it is true because there is scientific evidence to support the scriptural account. These people take creationism further to what has become known as creation science or intelligent design – again, more detail on that later.
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Metaphorical understandings


Some religious people believe that there is some truth in the creation story but that it is not meant to be a historically true and scientifically accurate account of what happened. It is a story which is designed to convey meaning, not a scientific textbook. This means that they think of aspects of the story as representative of other things, as allegory, metaphor and simile – ways of pointing to a truth which is too complex to explain in any meaningful way for anyone to understand. So perhaps Adam and Eve were just a representative story, and there were other men and women in existence too, or perhaps ‘Adam’ means mankind and ‘Eve’ womankind. Perhaps the story is just a fable to explain the falling out between God and his creation.


‘Scientific’ responses


We have to be careful about the use of the words ‘science’ and ‘scientific’ here. Many scientists are also religious people and believe that the Judaeo-Christian creation story is true – some quite literally, some more as metaphor. There can be many reasons why scientists such as these might believe the creation story, and it would be inaccurate to say that all scientists reject the story. What we can say is that for many, scientific evidence calls into question many aspects of the creation story and throws doubt upon it being literally true. And, of course, for many, scientific evidence completely contradicts any possible reading of the creation story as a literally true account of events. However, there are many shades of opinion here and we need to be careful about thinking that religious belief is always in one corner and scientific evidence in another. There is also a position known as ‘Scientific Materialism’ which is important to be aware of. This position rejects religious explanations and holds that physical realities are all that can be said to exist.


What does the Judaeo-Christian creation story imply about a creator?


Some creation stories have no role for any creator. Instead, cosmic processes do the work. For others, there is a limited role for a creator which is summed up in what we might think of as a cosmic drama. In others, such as the Judaeo-Christian story, there is a central role for a creator – one supernatural and super-powerful being who brings into existence something other than himself. What does the creation story suggest about this creator?
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Talk Point


What does the Judaeo-Christian creation story say to you about the possible nature and existence of God?
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The creator is all-powerful/all-knowing



To create everything from nothing requires a being which is unimaginably powerful. Such a being could have created any kind of universe. The fact that he created this one is just what it is. For some, this raises questions. Why did the creator create this universe in the way he did? Had there been any universes before this? Will this one end and be replaced? Why did the creator make the decision to create it in the first place?


For some, the universe is an amazing, beautiful place full of wonder – pointing to a benevolent creator. For others, the universe is a place of unimaginable violence and power – pointing to a creator who might value violence and power more than we would like him to. There is one interesting difficulty with this concept. As far as the creation of human life on Earth is concerned, the story is clear that the creator changed his mind (and perhaps did not expect certain things to happen). He decided to wipe out all life on Earth because of its wickedness, saving only Noah (and his lucky family). Does this suggest that he got it wrong when making humans, or that he allowed them too much freedom? And was his solution of worldwide destruction of all life a proportionate response? Also, did God not foresee Adam and Eve’s disobedience? And when he rejected Cain’s offering, was he unaware of the effect this might have on Cain and its tragic consequences? Perhaps all of these questions can be overlooked if the story is a human story to explain something otherwise inexplicable – but, if not, perhaps it raises some very difficult questions about the all-powerful/all-knowing nature of God.


The creator is separate from or totally involved in creation


This is a complex one. Some people believe that the creator created all things and then left it all to run as it did. In a way, he switched on the machinery of the universe and then stepped back, having nothing more to do with it. If this is so, why did he create it in the first place? Why would he have made something and then simply left it to its own devices? For some, this is quite a depressing idea because they would say this makes God a remote and unfeeling being who is not really interested in anything after he sets it in motion.


Other people believe the opposite – that the creator is intimately involved with all creation, and always has been. He sees all and is part of all. He experiences along with us and cares for us – sharing our highs and lows in life – and the life of all things everywhere.


For some, different questions are raised by the relationship between creator and created. Some think of everything as God and God as everything; others think of God as a separate being entirely – outside of space and time. But if he is outside of space and time, where and when is he? Can he be in the past, present and future all at the same time? As you see, it is far from simple!


Creation points to the creator


Some think that the universe gives us clues about the nature of the creator; others wonder why we need to be cosmic detectives, investigating the nature of the creator but never quite solving the case. Why, they might ask, does the creator not simply reveal himself to us – would this rob us of some mystery, or maybe answer some deep questions for us? If the creator does care for his creation, what is the need for him to keep himself hidden from us? Would anyone who cared for anyone else really want to keep themselves hidden from them all through their life? Why would they do so?


If creation does tell us something about the creator, what is it telling us? Importantly, is it telling us that the creator is the God believed in by Jewish people, Christians and Muslims? Some religious people think of God as having a shape and a form – perhaps quite a human one – while others think of God more as energy and power. For Jewish people and Muslims, of course, God is one being – completely alone and without equal – while for Christians, God is three: Father, Son and Holy Spirit.


There are also some possible difficulties about what creation stories tell us about a creator. Some people might consider the universe to be a violent struggle for survival, where only the strongest survive. What does this say about its creator?



The creator is uncreated



For some people, this is one of the most difficult points. If the creator needs no beginning, why does creation? The ‘First Cause’ argument, proposed at one point by Thomas Aquinas, states that everything needs to be caused by something else. However, because this would mean that we would go back through time infinitely with cause after cause after cause (and Aquinas thought this did not make sense), there must have – at one point – been a first cause to cause all the other causes. Aquinas argued that by definition, a first cause such as this must be God – who therefore must need no cause.


Of course, there are some difficulties with this argument. If there had to be a first cause, why could the universe not cause itself to be created in the first place? If God requires no cause, then why must the universe? Even if a first cause was a divine being, why does it need to be God? It could have been a quite different being, or a committee of gods or some different creature entirely. Why does it need to be the God of the Judaeo-Christian belief?


The creator has communicated something about himself through the creation of humans


Humans are made in the ‘image of God’ so there is something about us which points to God. Is this telling us something about how God looks, or how he thinks and feels? Do humans share something of the nature of God – and, if so, what? Does God have any kind of need for humans and, if so, what does this say about him? If humans are the stars of the creation story, do the actions of some humans in the world today – and throughout history – call into question the design abilities of God?


Religious responses to the role of a creator


There are a number of possible religious responses when thinking about the existence and actions of a creator.





•  Based on faith alone, religious people may argue that the universe was created as their scriptures describe it. They would argue that the universe requires a creator, and that the size of such a task requires an all-powerful divine being which can only be God. They would argue that such a God is their God because their scriptures say so and for a number of other reasons as well, including their experience about what they believe to be true. Their view is that the universe needs a first cause and that cause must be God.



•  Many would add that in their opinion there is plenty of evidence for the existence of a creator. The design, order and structure of the universe could only be explained by its being created by an intelligent, powerful and benevolent being with our best interests at heart. This is going beyond faith to use reason to support their belief. In short, the existence of the universe as it is today is reasonable cause to believe that it was brought about by God. In their view, aspects of their own lives today (or those of others) can be considered as evidence of the existence of a divine creator.



•  Many religious people accept the literal truth of creation stories and can accept what might seem to be anomalies in the stories (such as where Cain’s wife came from). They would argue that we cannot and need not have answers for everything in the scriptures and that we simply have to accept what they say at face value. Religious belief is about faith – which means that you cannot choose to believe some aspects of the scriptures and ignore others.



•  Some religious people argue that there is good scientific evidence to support scriptural creation stories. Such creation scientists, or supporters of intelligent design, use science to support their beliefs that the universe was created by God and that events such as the worldwide flood happened as described.



•  Other religious people treat the creation stories as metaphors which point to truths, but which are not to be accepted as literal truths. This means that issues such as the scientific truth of the worldwide flood, for example, do not need to be considered, since the story is a myth designed to communicate meaning, not historical fact. This means that the existence of a creator is not challenged by any apparent issues in the scriptural accounts of creation.
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So religious people may use faith alone as a reason for believing in a creator – or they may use a mixture of both faith and reason.


Non-religious responses to the role of a creator


There are a number of reasons why those who have no religious belief reject the view that the universe was created.





•  Lack of evidence. For most non-religious people, there is simply no evidence to support the existence of a divine creator. There is no evidence from what we know of the origins of the universe and life on Earth, as well as no evidence that such a being exists today. In their view, to believe anything requires evidence – measurable, objective and scientific evidence – and they think this cannot be found to support the existence of a creator.



•  Non-religious people would also argue that there is no evidence to support scriptural accounts of creation and that, in fact, the evidence points the other way. The age of the Earth, a worldwide flood, the survival of two of every species – there is, in their opinion, no evidence to support these and much evidence to cast very serious doubt on their truth. In their view, creation science and intelligent design are not scientific in the way that they understand science to be.



•  Non-religious people would argue that we need to take scriptural accounts for what they are – myths from a specific time and place. There were many flood stories in the ancient Near East (the area now commonly referred to as the Middle East), such as in the Epic of Gilgamesh. Why should the Judaeo-Christian story be anything more than just another of these fables? Besides, even if any aspect of the Judaeo-Christian creation story was true, it still gives us a confusing picture of God. For example, God’s unexplained rejection of Cain’s offering which led to the murder of Abel – did God not foresee this?



•  Many non-religious people argue that it is unreasonable to assume the creation of the universe by a creator. If the creator did not need to be created, why did the universe need to be created? To some people this simply does not make sense. Even if there was a need for a creator, why did it have to be any specific god? Why the God of the Judaeo-Christian tradition? In fact, they might argue, the universe is based on struggle, violence and power where only the fittest survive – so what does this say about God?





So for non-religious people, the role of a creator is an unlikely one because it is unsupported (and possibly contradicted) by evidence, and it is based on very poor reasoning.
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I believe in the literal truth of the Bible, and to do so I need to do no more than read the story. The universe was created by God in six days. That’s six periods of twenty-four hours. The Bible tells us the order of creation and how God’s relationship with the first man and woman went wrong because of their disobedience. Yes, it tells us that God punished them by exiling them from the garden of perfection, and that he annihilated their descendants in a great flood. Their wickedness brought this about and God is a God of justice …
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I believe in the literal truth of the Bible. It is God’s word and so it is true. But something being true does not mean that you have to accept it as it is written. I believe that God created everything in six days – but I don’t need to have big discussions about what ‘day’ means. I believe that God created Adam and Eve – but I don’t need to worry if this means two people or two thousand. I believe there was a flood and I believe that people were wicked – but I don’t need to believe that everyone died everywhere and that a boat took two of every species …
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I am a Bible-believing Christian – but you need to be clear about what that means. I believe in the fact that God created everything, but the biblical story has to be understood as something which is linked to a particular time and place. I believe that the first humans disobeyed God, but that doesn’t mean I need to believe in a talking snake and a very dodgy piece of fruit …
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I am a Christian. I believe God created the universe and life on Earth. I believe the Bible points to truths about this, but I don’t believe it is scientific fact. It is a myth with meaning. It helped people to understand in times past but nowadays we can see it for what it is – a story. Does this challenge my faith? It does not need to …
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We have become so tied up in questions about the literal truth of the biblical stories that we have lost sight of what our faith is for. What good does it do to have endless discussions about whether six days means six periods of twenty-four hours? What good does it do to go looking for the remains of Noah’s ark? My faith is something to be lived today – through serving others and living the life which God wants for me. Such discussions are all very well for some but for me they are irrelevant: too much time is wasted on thinking about them when at the end of the day it is all a matter of faith. Live a good life, serve God and serve others – don’t waste your time on pointless discussions …
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