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Get the most from this book


This book will help you to revise for the Edexcel A2 Religious Studies: Philosophy of Religion and Ethics specification. It is essential to review your work, learn it and test your understanding. Tick each box when you have:




•  revised and understood a topic


•  tested yourself


•  practised the exam questions.





track your progress


Use the revision planner on pages 4–5 to plan your revision, topic by topic. Make a note when you have.


You can also keep track of your revision by noting each topic heading in the book. You may find it helpful to add your own notes as you work through each topic.
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Features to help you succeed
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Exam tip


Throughout the book there are tips to help you boost your final grade.
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Typical mistakes


Identifies the typical mistakes candidates make and explains how you can avoid them.
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Now test yourself


These short, knowledge-based questions provide the first step in testing your learning. Answers are provided at the back of the book.
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Key words


Clear, concise definitions of essential key terms are provided on the page where they first appear.
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Key quotes


Quotations from key scholars concisely express key ideas or views relevant to each topic.
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Exam practice


Practice exam questions are provided for each chapter. Use them to consolidate your revision and practise your exam skills.
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Online


Go online to check your answers to the exam questions at www.therevisionbutton.co.uk/myrevisionnotes
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Introduction


What is Philosophy of Religion about?


Philosophy of Religion covers some of the deepest and most important questions that have ever been asked – questions like ‘Can we experience God?’, ‘Are religion and morality linked?’, ‘What happens when we die?’, ‘Can we speak meaningfully about God?’ and ‘What are the main critiques of religion and are they justified?’


What is Ethics about?


Ethics looks at the kind of people we are and what we mean by right and wrong/ good and bad. It asks question such as ‘How do we choose good from bad?’, ‘Is morality separate from religion?’, ‘Why do we make the choices that we do?’, ‘What do we mean by law and justice?’


Philosophy of Religion and Ethics examine and evaluate questions like these. Studying these subject areas will help you to develop your own views and understand and appreciate those of others.


Studying A2 Philosophy of Religion and Ethics will help you to develop:




•  an interest and enthusiasm for philosophy, religion and the wider world


•  an interest in how we make ethical and moral decisions


•  your knowledge, understanding and evaluative skills


•  an enquiring, critical and reflective mind


•  your own views and opinions





What is covered in A2 Philosophy of Religion?


Unit 3 Area A: Philosophy of Religion





1 Philosophical arguments about the existence of God:







    •  Religious Experience – key ideas, strengths and weaknesses


    •  Ontological – key ideas, strengths and weaknesses


    •  Non-existence of God and critiques of religious belief








2 Selected problems in the philosophy of religion:







    •   Beliefs about life after death: reincarnation; rebirth; resurrection; immortality of the soul


    •   A study of religious language: analogy; language games; myths and symbols; verification and falsification debates





Unit 3 Area B: Ethics





1 Ethical concepts:







    •   Critiques of the relationship between religion and morality


    •   Deontology, natural moral law, virtue ethic – key ideas, strengths and weaknesses








2 Selected problems in ethics:







    •   Meaning and definition of ethical terms with reference to ‘is/ought’ and debates about ‘good’; emotivism


    •   Objectivity, relativism, subjectivism





How is AO1 and AO2 assessed?


Candidates answer three questions. They must study two units and may not answer more than two questions from the same unit.


The external examination is 1 hour and 45 minutes. The total number of marks is 30 per question and 90 overall. The 30 marks are made up of 18 for AO1 and 12 for AO1.


For AO1 candidates are expected to:




•  Select and demonstrate clearly relevant knowledge and understanding


•  Use evidence and examples to explain key ideas


•  Use correct, accurate and clear language and terminology


•  Use relevant and accurate information


•  Identify important features





For AO2 candidates are expected to:




•  Critically evaluate and justify a point of view


•  Analyse alternative views and scholarly opinion


•  Use evidence and reasoned argument


•  Express issues clearly, using appropriate vocabulary







Countdown to my exams


[image: ]






6–8 weeks to go




•  Start by looking at the specification available from www.edexcel.com. Make sure you know exactly what material you need to revise and the style of the exam to familiarise yourself with the topics.


•  Organise your notes, making sure you have covered everything on the specification. The revision planner will help you group your notes into topics.


•  Work out a realistic revision plan that will allow you time for relaxation. Set aside days and times for all the subjects that you need to study, and stick to your timetable.


•  Set yourself sensible targets. Break your revision down into focused sessions of around 40 minutes.
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4–6 weeks to go




•  Read through the relevant sections of this book and refer to the exam tips, typical mistakes and key terms. Test your understanding of each topic by working through the ‘Now test yourself’ questions in the book. Look up the answers at the back of the book.


•  Make a note of any problem areas as you revise, and ask your teacher to go over these in class.


•  Look at past papers. They are one of the best ways to revise and practise your exam skills. Write or prepare planned answers to the exam practice questions provided in this book. Check your answers online at www.therevisionbutton.co.uk/myrevisionnotes.


•  Try different revision methods. For example, you can make notes using mind maps, spider diagrams or flash cards.


•  Track your progress using the revision planner and give yourself a reward when you have achieved your target.
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One week to go




•  Try to fit in at least one more timed practice of an entire past paper and seek feedback from your teacher, comparing your work closely with the mark scheme.


•  Check out the revision planner to make sure you haven’t missed out any topics. Brush up on any areas of difficulty by talking them over with a friend or getting help from your teacher.


•  Attend any revision classes put on by your teacher. Remember, he or she is an expert at preparing people for examinations.
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The day before the examination




•  Flick through these Revision Notes for useful reminders, for example the exam tips, typical mistakes and key terms.


•  Check the time and place of your examination.


•  Make sure you have everything you need – extra pens and pencils, tissues, a watch, bottled water, sweets.


•  Allow some time to relax and have an early night to ensure you are fresh and alert for the examinations.
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1.1 Religious experience
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Key concepts


A religious experience is an encounter with the divine – an experience of God as a personal reality. It is an experience beyond ordinary empirical explanation and may be:




•  individual and subjective – where an individual is made aware of a transcendent reality


•  corporate – where a group of people appear to be influenced by powers beyond normal understanding


•  ineffable – a state of feeling that defies expression.





Christian mystic St Teresa of Avila (1515–82) wrote of her experiences: ‘God establishes himself in the interior of this soul in such a way, that when I return to myself, it is wholly impossible for me to doubt that I have been in God and God in me.’


The most famous example of a religious experience is the biblical account of Saul’s conversion on the road to Damascus: ‘… suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?”’ (Acts 9:4).
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Exam tip


Make sure that you can explain a range of different types of religious experience. Don’t just rely on one type. The more you know, the more you will have to say in your answer, which will add to your answer’s depth and scholarship.
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Scholars’ views


Caroline Franks Davis


In The Evidential Force of Religious Experience (1989), philosopher Caroline Franks Davis suggested the following types of religious experience:




•  seeing the work of God when looking at the world (awareness experience)


•  having a vision or other inner experience of God (quasi-sensory experience)


•  encountering the holiness of God (numinous experience)


•  a conversion experience (regenerative experience)


•  having prayers answered (interpretive experience)


•  a sense of the ultimate reality (mystical experience)


•  receiving enlightenment and knowledge, perhaps through a revelation from God (revelatory experience).





Friedrich Schleiermacher


In On Religion: Discourses to its Cultural Despisers (1994), German theologian Schleiermacher (1768–1834) defined a religious experience as:




•  offering a sense of the ultimate


•  an awareness of wholeness


•  a consciousness of infiniteness and finiteness


•  a feeling of absolute dependence


•  feelings of reverence, joy and a desire to belong to God.






Paul Tillich



Philosopher Paul Tillich (1886–1965) in Systematic Theology (1951) described two stages in a religious experience: an event or encounter followed by a special understanding of that event which reveals its religious significance. He said that religious experiences produce a feeling of ‘ultimate concern’ – a feeling that demands a decisive decision from the one receiving it.


Rudolf Otto


German theologian Rudolf Otto (1869–1937) coined the word ‘numinous’ to describe the experience of the holy – something that is wholly other than the natural, physical world. Often a person would see a vision and then experience a feeling of the power and majesty of God. The person may then go on to feel ashamed. In the Bible, the prophet Isaiah explains it in this way: ‘Woe is me! For I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips … for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of Hosts’ (Isaiah 6:5).


Brian Davies


Philosopher Brian Davies (b.1951) in Philosophy of Religion (1981) argued that the fact that not everyone has had a religious experience was not grounds to dismiss testimonies of them. He also suggested that everyone may have had such an experience, but only a few have actually realised that they have. He described such an experience as follows: ‘Just as I can reasonably say that there is a bed in my room because I have encountered it, so I can reasonably say that there is a God because I have directly encountered him.’


Martin Buber


Philosopher Martin Buber (1878–1965) argued that God reveals himself to people on a personal level as they experience him in life and in the world – in other words, people experience God through interaction with other people and through nature. He called such relationships ‘I-Thou’. He argued that it is in such relationships that we experience God – He is ‘the Eternal Thou’ (from I and Thou, 1970).
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Typical mistake


Remember that it is not only religious believers who have religious experiences. Many non-believers have claimed to have had similar types of experiences.
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Exam tip


Don’t forget to include contrasting views of scholars in your answer. Without them, your answer will be simplistic and lack the depth and insight needed for a top grade.
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Now test yourself





1 In what sense is religious experience beyond ordinary empirical explanation?



2 What is a regenerative experience?



3 Who defined religious experience as a ‘feeling of absolute dependence’?



4 Who coined the term ‘numinous’?





Answers on page 75
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Types of religious experience


A religious experience is one in which a person becomes overwhelmingly aware of the presence of God. Religious experiences have several common features:




•  a profound sense of union with God


•  a transcendence of time


•  a clear revelation


•  a sense of joy and well-being.





William James


American philosopher and psychologist William James (1842–1910) made a great in-depth study into religious experiences.


In The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902) he observed that religious experiences are emotional reactions directed at God. The result of such an experience will be:




•  reverence


•  a joyful desire to belong to God


•  a renewed approach to life


•  a sense of union with the divine


•  a sense of dependence on God


•  a sense of separateness from God


•  time is transcended


•  ‘noetic’ experiences – something is clearly revealed to the person receiving the experience


•  a sense of joy and well-being.





He concluded that there were four common factors of religious experiences:




•  Ineffability – the person experiences a state of feeling that ‘defies expression, that no adequate report of its contents can be given in words.’


•  Noetic quality – the experience provides revelations of universal and eternal truths.


•  Transiency – the experience is brief but profoundly important.


•  Passivity – the person feels that they are taken over by a superior authority.





James also identified what he called ‘the characteristics of the religious life’, namely:




•  The visible world is part of a more spiritual universe.


•  Union with the spiritual universe is the ultimate aim.


•  Prayer is the main method of achieving this.


•  Prayer aids the flow of spiritual energy.


•  Religion produces psychological characteristics including love of life, earnestness and heroism.





James believed that religious experiences were deeply personal, but this made testimonies too subjective to be convincing proof of the existence of God for those who have not had such an experience. However, for those who have religious experiences, they are the most convincing proof of all: ‘The only thing that it unequivocally testifies to is that we can experience union with something larger than ourselves and in that union find our greatest peace.’


However, James also acknowledged: ‘The sway of alcohol over mankind is unquestionably due to its power to stimulate the mystical faculties of human nature, usually crushed to earth by the cold facts and dry criticisms of the sober hours. Sobriety diminishes, discriminates, and says no; drunkenness expands, unites, and says yes.’ Mystical experiences, he therefore concluded, could also be due to the external influences of alcohol or other intoxicants.
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Now test yourself





5 What is a numinous experience?



6 How did Schleiermacher define religious experience?



7 What did Martin Buber call religious experience and why?



8 What are the four common features of religious experience identified by William James?





Answers on page 75
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A special case: mystics


Mystics are those who actively seek religious experiences. True mysticism incorporates three special steps of preparation:




•  purgation – ridding the soul/mind of unnecessary thoughts


•  illumination – God opens the person’s mind to enable them to understand about Him


•  contemplation – the mystic feels a unity with the divine and may experience perfect love and goodness.





St Teresa of Avila


St Teresa experienced deep mystic states and claimed to have felt the presence of Jesus. In The Autobiography she taught of the way the soul passed through four stages to reach God:




•  devotion of the heart – through contemplation on the suffering of Christ


•  devotion of peace – a state of inner peace, coming from God


•  devotion of union – a feeling of spiritual joy as the soul encounters the love of God


•  devotion of rapture – a trance-like state in which the person has a great feeling of light and ecstasy as the soul is absorbed into God’s power.





She described how the person feels that their soul or consciousness has left their physical body. In this state, they often claim to have felt a whole range of emotions such as love, pain and joy as they believe that they are experiencing a brief union with God. Afterwards, the person returns in a state of weakness and joy.
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