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When, a year or so before Jung’s death in 1961, 
the celebrated BBC interviewer John Freeman 
came to visit Jung at his home in Küsnacht, 
Switzerland, he asked him, almost as a coup 
de théâtre, ‘And do you believe in God?’ Much 
speculation has been made about the seeming 
enigma of Jung’s reply. After a momentary pause, 
Jung responded, ‘Difficult to answer; I don’t 
need to believe, I know.’ This conclusion is of 
central interest, for Jung’s concern with religion 
has divided adherents and critics alike. Is Jung’s 
declaration an embarrassment to the modern 
atheistic understanding of human nature? Is he 
supporting the existence of an actual God? Or is 
the word ‘God’ tantamount to an idea within a 
theorem of the human psyche’s health?

This question has tantalised Jungians and 
philosophers of religion alike, and not without 
good reason, for Jung’s methodology rejects 

scientific objectivity as the sole judge of what 
may be credited, preferring to acknowledge 
the mind’s inner states of awareness as partner 
in any discussion of human identity and 
existence. This is partly the result of formative 
psychic experiences in childhood, and partly 
an informed philosophical interest in Kantian 
epistemology. In the latter, recognition of the 
limitations of attempts to know the phenomenon 
of the world through reason tacitly admits the 
need for attention to be given to inner mental 
states — a point that may compare with John 
Locke’s call to attend to the ‘inner eye’ of 
reflection. Jung also develops a concern that 
focusing simply on the objective phenomena of 
the patient may constitute part of the problem. 
This is a point that occurred to him while he was 
at the Burghölzli Institute where, to his dismay, 
he declared: 
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COMTE SAW 
HUMAN THOUGHT 
IN THREE STAGES

 it is astounding to me that no-one looked  
into the content of psychoses, nor the  
meaning of fantasies. Such questions  
seemed altogether uninteresting to doctors  
of those days… [being] lumped together  
under some generic name such as ‘ideas  
of persecution’. ’Jung 1995 

Jung’s impatience with objective classification 
rather than empathetic encounter and cure is 
palpable. 

Positivism

But this tradition of empathetic analytical 
psychology for which Jung is responsible stands 
in contrast to the historical context of the rise of 
positivism and subsequently in logical positivist 
thought, which regards metaphysical and 
ethical statements as having no meaning except 
in being ‘translated out’ into statements of the 

empirical sciences (e.g. neural structures and so 
on). Equally, evolutionary psychology considers 
all existential human enthusiasms, moral 
convictions and interactions to be sufficiently 
understood as the products of a deterministic 
process in which notions of human identity 
and purpose become matters of the mechanistic 
explanation of substance and process. 

The roots of this paradigm can be found in 
the positivism of Auguste Comte (1798–1857). 
Comte saw human thought in three stages:

 ■ the theological stage, which thinks in terms 
of superstitious explanations of man’s experience 
of the world 

 ■ the metaphysical stage (typified by 
mediaeval scholasticism), in which superstitious 
notions gained structure philosophically

 ■ the positive stage, in which the statements 
about the world and man’s beliefs that can be 

Reflections on  
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maintained are only those that are supported by 
material evidence

Coupled with Feuerbach’s wish-fulfilment 
projection theory of belief in God, it was natural 
for Freud, who was to become Jung’s sometime 
mentor and father-figure associate, to have 
already dispensed with the need to think in 
anything other than atheist terms by the time he 
worked with Jung. Certainly, Freud felt he could 
ill afford the adoption of theorems that involved 
any element of subjectivity, as Jung’s later notion 
of synchronicity was to invite. 

The patient

It is interesting to note how this plays out in 
Freud’s objective client–doctor relationship. 
He attempts a detachment from the patient in 
having him lie on a couch out of sight and away 
from visible interaction from the therapist. But 
the sense of detachment the patient feels perhaps 
exacerbates their condition, not least in yearning 
for interpersonal recognition by the therapist. 

Intriguingly, Jung adopted a polar opposite 
position in his own consultations. As his family 
have observed, this is not just because in early 
days Jung had no practice ‘in town’ and so had 
to rely on the private study in his own home, 

but more because the patient’s own inner state of 
mind must be recognised as being just as valid as 
that of the inescapably subjective reflections of 
the psychoanalyst himself — therefore they must 
meet face to face. 

But, as John MacQuarrie observes:

‘ Freud’s confidence in deterministic causal laws 
produces a construction of the inner mental 
life of the patient which imposes a quasi-
mechanistic relationship between the Id, Ego 
and Superego such that human attitudes are 
explained in terms of the past that has shaped 
them.  ’MacQuarrie 2009

Therapy therefore attempts to adjust the patient to 
the societal status quo, to the presiding paradigm 
that is applied to the human condition — man 
as machine. Tellingly, creativity in respect of the 
patient’s own mental apparatus occurs but little 
in Freud’s writings, whereas creative freedom for 
Jung is central to the patient’s need to discover 
for himself the path that he may choose — the 
path towards his own individuation.

Religion and health

So, from a Jungian perspective, it is the very 
scientism of Freud’s position that is the problem, 
not the cure, for if the existential concerns of the 

Jung and Freud had 
opposing views on 
how therapy sessions 
should play out
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human are essentially confined to an analysis 
of the human as animal, then the purpose of 
life is seen in terms of the biological drives, the 
economy of the emotions and their sublimation 
in the functional roles the individual plays in 
society. If, by extension, the only life-satisfaction 
is seen in terms of physical health and potency, 
then as the awareness of mortality and the loss 
of function become undeniable, there develops 
a particular morbid sense of futility and despair. 
In view of all this, it might now be realised why 
Jung reported the following observation: 

‘ Among all my patients in the second half of 
life over thirty-five, there has not been one 
whose problem in the last resort was not that 
of finding a religious outlook on life. It is safe 
to say that every one of them fell ill because he 
had lost that which the living religions of every 
age have given their followers, and none of 
them has really been healed who did not regain 
his religious outlook. ’Jung 2001 

There is another side to the Freud–Jung religious 
divide. Freud accepted uncritically a Darwinian 
paradigm of biological instinctual drives, the 
basic force of which is an egoism modulated 
by intelligent compromise. To be whole is to 
entertain a kind of enlightened self-interest. Yet 
for Jung, self-fulfilment is of quite a different 

stamp. In Jung’s apparatus, finding wholeness 
involves the reconciliation of the various forces 
within the psyche that hold us in tension. The 
path to ‘individuation’ requires a reconciliation 
between the ego (who we think we are) and the 
shadow (unacknowledged aspects of ourselves 
that we deny), between the conscious and the 
personal and collective unconscious. It involves 
an accommodation of the four functions of 
consciousness — intuition, sensing, feeling and 
thinking — in which the individual discovers 
how to be truly themselves. It also invites a 
withdrawal from the pressure of a materialistic 
perspective — one that Jung found at his retreat at 
Bollingen by the waters of Lake Zurich — where 
the inner voices of the collective unconscious are 
not disturbed by the mindset that technology 
imposes. 

The voyage

Joseph Campbell has described this voyage as 
incorporating a transition from the monadic 
state of self-concern to the duadic state of 
unconditional self-sacrifice of an individual’s 
own ego to another. In personal relations, this 
psychological transformation is a profound 
change from egoism to altruism. However, this is 
not a moral disposition, for morality is a system of 

Jung reported that 
older patients who 
became healed tended 
to have regained their 
religious outlooks
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THE INDIVIDUATED 
PERSON ACTS OUT 
OF THEIR HEART, OUT 
OF THEIR PSYCHIC 
NATURE.

judgement and obligation under threat of penalty 
or desire for reward. For Campbell, as a Jungian 
mythologist, the individuated state of duadic 

altruism is a transformation of consciousness: it 
is, he says, like being in love. We may see an echo 
of this in the Jungian motifs of the modern classic 
film The Matrix, where the hero Neo, faced with 
the Oracle, is forced to confront a self-sacrificial 
Delphic dilemma: whether to save Morpheus or 
himself. The individuated person acts out of their 
heart, out of their psychic nature. 

Similarly, in the Christian tradition, we might 
recognise it in the gnomic utterance of Jesus, 
‘He who would save his life will lose it; but he 
who loses his life will save it.’ It is important to 
notice that the question of such a transformation 
is not confined to any one culture, time or 
religion. For both Campbell and Jung, the theme 
is universal even if its form and expression is 
local. It is true that Jung, in his study, had a 
stained-glass window depicting the crucifixion. 
But it should be noted that Jung did not hold 
this icon in deepest regard out of some assent 
to a theological dogma or formula to do with 
sacrificial theology that remains on the level of 
an intellectual notion of atonement. The image 
instead expresses the dedication of being true to 
the ultimate identity of an individual’s nature. 

When Jung declared that he ‘knew God’ and 
did not need to ‘believe’, he meant that God 
is not a theoretical possibility (in that sense a 
‘belief ’) which the mind might entertain as an 
intellectual hypothesis. But he also meant that 
he ‘knew’ God as an encounter with what truly 
it is to be — there is no virtue in holding this 
awareness at arm’s length, and indeed it cannot 
be known at arm’s length for it becomes the stuff 
of our being, inviting as it does a transformation 
of consciousness. 

God

However, the question persists of whether Jung 
saw God as ‘real’ or God as an emblem. The 
matter is not clear. He writes on the one hand 
that the idea of God has nothing whatever to do 
with the question of his existence. This might 
seem to deny the view that Jung had a realist 
belief in God — and he continues with the 
warning that it is wiser to acknowledge the idea 
of God for ‘if one does not, something stupid 

and inappropriate will take its place, such as 
only an Enlightened intellect can hatch forth’. 
This sounds as if God is just an idea within the 
psychic scheme of things. But on the other hand, 
Jung declares that: 

‘ If we speak of ‘God’ as an archetype, we are 
saying nothing about his real nature but are 
letting it be known that ‘God’ already has a 
place in that part of our psyche which is pre-
existent to consciousness and that therefore 
he cannot be considered as an invention of 
consciousness. We neither make him more 
remote nor eliminate him but bring him closer 
to the possibility of being experienced.  ’Jung 1995 

So, is Jung an eccentric thinker whose work 
is superseded by materialist evolutionary 
psychology? Are critics who complain of the 
lack of systematic objectivity in his writings 
correct — or is it simply that for Jung the old 
arguments of objective scrutiny for and against 
the existence of God are a snare? They treat God 
as if he were an object, the demonstration of 
whose existence or non-existence would give the 
theist or atheist an idolatrous position of control. 
If this be the case, then Jung may have much 
in common with Kierkegaard’s notion that the 
matter of God is beyond such reductive scrutiny, 
that to be involved in the question of God is 
to be confronted by the mystery of whether 
to subscribe to animal materialism or to an 
encounter with what it is to be in love. As to the 
issue of which estate to adopt, there can be no 
proof and in this estate the human being is faced 
with an exquisite mystery. Jung’s writings draw 
to the forefront of human thought the choice 
between determinism or free will. You may wish 
to reflect on what these alternatives, if they are 
valid, may mean for the modern age.

Jung, C. G. (1995) Memories, Dreams, Reflections, 
Fontana Press.

Jung, C. G. (2001) Modern Man in Search of a Soul, 
Routledge.

MacQuarrie, J. (2009) In Search of Humanity:  
A Theological Approach, SCM Press.
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Marriage is the legal union of two partners, and 
divorce the legal termination of that union. 

‘ Marriage is a total troth communion which can 
be broken by any kind of prolonged infidelity, 
whether through the squandering of monies, 
unwillingness to share of self, breaking of 
confidences or other betrayals of trust.  ’New Dictionary of Christian Ethics and Pastoral Theology (1995)

The Bible states that God ordained marriage as 
the means by which a husband and wife make 
a commitment to an exclusive and binding 
relationship that will last until the death of 
one of the partners: ‘A man will leave his father 
and mother and be united to his wife, and they 

will become one flesh’ (Genesis 2:24). The 
biblical writers did not approve of divorce, and 
taught that, ideally, the relationship should be 
maintained as a holy, permanent one: ‘Therefore 
what God has joined together, let man not 
separate’ (Matthew 19:6b).

The ethics of marriage and divorce have long 
been an issue of concern for religious believers. 
That concern is still relevant in the twenty-first 
century, and has resulted in widely differing 
attitudes to the issues of marriage and divorce, 
not just among religious believers, but also in the 
media, Parliament, law and in moral philosophy. 
The law controls marriage relationships, but 
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IS IT POSSIBLE TO 
RECONCILE BIBLICAL 
AND ETHICAL 
TEACHING OVER 
THE DILEMMA OF 
DIVORCE? 

combines legal and moral issues in a distinctive 
way. For instance, adultery may be considered 
immoral, and it may be legitimate grounds for 
a legal divorce, but it is not a crime. Indeed, 
some thinkers argue that sexual activities that 
take place between consenting adults, married or 
unmarried, heterosexual or homosexual, are not 
a matter of morality at all.

Jesus the situationist

Is it, therefore, possible to reconcile biblical and 
ethical teaching over the dilemma of divorce? 
One answer may lie in the application of situation 
ethics. In his book Situation Ethics, Joseph 
Fletcher argued against what he felt were the 
failures of legalism inherent in ethical systems 
that propose rules to govern human behaviour. 
He did not suggest a total abandonment of rules 
and principles, but believed that we can only 
know the right thing to do through our own 
personal experience. For example, Jesus in Mark 
10, when asked about divorce law by the legalistic 
Pharisees, referred them back to creation, rather 
than the Law of Moses, which was designed 
to accommodate man’s sinful nature: ‘It was 
because your hearts were hard that Moses wrote 
you the law’ (Mark 10:5b). 

Similarly, the story of the woman caught in 
adultery showed Jesus adopting a situationist 
approach, demonstrating love, compassion and 
integrity, and showing the weakness of using 
absolute laws as a means of judging individual 
moral cases: ‘If any one of you is without sin, let 
him be the first to throw a stone at her’ (John 
8:7b).

Cases such as these were the substance of 
much academic debate among the Pharisees 
during the time of Jesus, and it is not surprising 
that he was drawn into their discussions. As a 
teacher, his opinion on matters that divided 
the different rabbinic schools would inevitably 
have been sought, and his responses — which 
blend obedience to the will of God, and yet 
compassion for the individual — can be seen 
to provide a model for modern Christian 
approaches to ethical dilemmas. Fletcher argued 
that the answer to ethical and moral dilemmas 
lay in the application of agape, the love that 
Jesus commanded: ‘Love the Lord your God with 
all your heart and with all your soul, and with 

all your strength and with all your mind; and 
love your neighbour as yourself ’ (Luke 10:27). 
Fletcher proposed four presumptions of situation 
ethics:

 ■ pragmatism, which demands that a proposed 
course of action should work, and that its success 
or failure should be judged according to the 
principle

 ■ relativism, which rejects such absolutes as 
‘never’ or ‘always’

 ■ positivism, which recognises that love is the 
most important criterion of all

 ■ personalism, which demands that people 
should be put first 

Fletcher defined love as being always good, 
and the only norm. It should be just and only 
the end of love justifies the means. Crucially, 
it makes a decision there and then in each 
individual situation, independent of previous 
cases and without making reference to a set 
of absolutes. The theory is thus subjective and 
teleological — drawing on personal experience to 
make judgements, and considering the outcome 
of the action, rather than the application of 
absolute rules, as the important factor. 

A divisive subject

The application of situation ethics to the 
problem of divorce is complex, due to the 
conflict within Christianity itself concerning 
New Testament teaching. While major Christian 
denominations would all accept the New 
Testament pronouncements on marriage and 
agree that the relationship should ideally be 
lifelong, denominations are divided as to how 
strictly they interpret the biblical teaching on 
divorce. Decisions about whether to allow 
divorced Christians to marry again in church, 
or even whether to accept the marriage of 
a Christian to a non-Christian, will often be 
matters of conscience. For instance, a priest may 
not, himself, be troubled by the prospect of 
conducting the marriage service of a divorced 
person, but, aware that others in the church 
would be challenged by it, may refuse to allow 
the service to take place. The issues are so 
deeply personal that it is impossible to reach 
a consensus. A person’s individual beliefs are 
so firmly embedded that, although they are 
inevitably subjective, they emerge — through 
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church teaching and often the hardness of the 
human heart towards that which threatens their 
own security — as objective laws. 

Even the teachings of Jesus contain apparent 
contradictions, a fact that should make it even 
harder for churches or individuals to claim that 
they know the ‘truth’. In Mark’s Gospel, Jesus 
says that a partner is bound not to separate from 
their spouse: ‘Anyone who divorces his wife 
and marries another woman commits adultery 
against her. And if she divorces her husband 
and marries another man, she commits adultery’ 
(Mark 10:11–12). However, in Matthew’s Gospel 
there appears to be an exceptive clause: ‘I tell 
you that anyone who divorces his wife, except 
for marital unfaithfulness, and marries another 
woman commits adultery’ (Matthew 19:9a). 
Matthew may have included it only to satisfy 
his Jewish-Christian readers, who would have 
been horrified at the prospect of staying married 
to an unfaithful partner — and indeed, who 
would have been forbidden not to seek divorce 
under such circumstances. Some modern-day 
Christians continue to accept this as biblically 
permissible grounds for divorce, although 

Selwyn Hughes argues that there is a special 
incentive for Christians to seek reconciliation 
rather than divorce in such cases.

Paul

Similarly, Paul allows a Christian partner to 
separate from a non-Christian spouse who 
refuses to stay with them. This was an important 
provision at a time when conversion to 
Christianity often meant total abandonment of 
a traditional way of life, and again is often cited 
as legitimate grounds for a Christian partner 
to be divorced from their non-Christian spouse 
without ‘guilt’: ‘But if the unbeliever leaves, let 
him do so. A believing man or woman is not 
bound in such circumstances’ (1 Corinthians 
7:15a). So strongly do some Christians feel about 
the likely failure of the marriage of a Christian to 
a non-Christian that many churches actively seek 
to discourage it, or even forbid it, and married 
people within the church who worship without 
their spouse (usually women) are often subjected 
to continual pressure to seek the conversion of 
their partner. Many are left feeling in some way 
inadequate when their partner fails to convert, 

The application of 
situation ethics to the 
problem of divorce is 
complex
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and are not encouraged by the feeling that if only 
they had been a ‘better Christian’ their spouse 
would be worshipping alongside them.

J. A. T. Robinson

A useful analysis of the ethics of marriage and 
divorce was outlined by John A. T. Robinson 
in his controversial book Honest to God, in 
which, influenced by the situation ethics 
of Joseph Fletcher, he offered an approach to 
the modern moral problems of marriage and 
divorce. Robinson maintained that there had 
been a ‘wind of change’ in morality which 
Christian thinkers had to recognise or else face 
the downfall of Christian morality altogether. 

Robinson claimed that morality had 
traditionally assumed that morals are based 
on laws handed down by God and which are 
eternally valid for human behaviour. These laws 
had the effect of making certain things always 
wrong (sins) or always right, and provided the 
basis for whether society judged them to be 
crimes. He identified traditional thinking on 
marriage and divorce to be a particular arena in 
which this kind of thinking prevailed. 

 There is, for instance, a deep division on the 
interpretation of the ‘indissolubility’ of marriage. 
There are those who say that ‘indissoluble’ 
means ‘ought not to be dissolved’ — ought 

never to be dissolved. There are others who 
take it to mean ‘cannot be dissolved’. ’See how these different emphases draw out 

different dimensions of the problem. If marriage 
‘ought not’ to be dissolved, then it becomes a 
grave issue of morality if it is; if it ‘cannot be’ 
dissolved, then no legal fiction drawn up by a 
court of law can affect what goes on in heaven, 
where earthly divorce counts for nothing and a 
couple are as united in marriage as they were on 
the day they took their wedding vows. Robinson 
claimed that these views were grounded in 
the opinion that marriage is a metaphysical 
reality which survives independently of the 
actual physical relationship and which cannot 
be affected by any objective facts or legal 
manoeuvres: ‘It is not a question of “Those 
whom God has joined together let no man put 
asunder”: no man could if he tried.’

Robinson challenged the view that marriage 
was based on the absolute command of God. 
Instead, he argued that the moral teachings of 
Jesus were not intended to

‘ be understood legalistically, as prescribing 
what all Christians must do, whatever the 
circumstances…they are illustrations of what 
love may at any moment require of anyone…it 
is saying that utterly unconditional love, admits 
of no accommodation; you cannot define in 
advance situations in which it can be satisfied 
with less than complete and unreserved self-
giving. ’Robinson argued that it was impossible to begin 

from a position of saying divorce or sexual 
relations before marriage are inherently wrong 
or sinful, because the only intrinsically wrong 
thing is a lack of love. He supports the views of 
Fletcher: 

 If the emotional and spiritual welfare of both 
parents and children in a particular family can 
be served best by divorce, wrong and cheapjack 
as divorce commonly is, then love requires 
it… . And this is the criterion for every form of 
behaviour, inside marriage or out of it, in sexual 
ethics or in any other field. For nothing else 
makes a thing right or wrong. ’Robinson’s situationist view allows in some 

respects for the teaching of Jesus. Jesus’ attitude 
to those on the fringes of the society in which he 
lived was one of true agape, and one for which he 
risked rejection by his own people. He allowed 

It would be 
dangerously unloving 
for Christians to insist 
a spouse remain with 
a violent or abusive 
partner
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THE EVANGELISTS 
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REMAIN IN A 
SITUATION THAT 
BROUGHT THEM 
MISERY OR PUT 
THEM IN PERIL

the greater purpose of love to be served when 
he healed lepers, spoke seriously and intimately 
with women, allowed a ‘sinful’ woman to anoint 
his head, and invited the hated tax collectors to 
share table fellowship with him. For a modern 
Christian to argue on the one hand that Jesus 
was right to do this, and would still do it today, 
and yet to imply that neither Jesus nor God his 
Father could find room in their hearts to forgive 
a divorcee — whether the ‘guilty’ or ‘innocent’ 
party — serves only to crystalise much of the 
hypocritical and narrow thinking that many feel 
representatives of Christianity have, over the 
years, been guilty of.

Strengths and weaknesses

Situation ethics itself has many strengths. 
It allows for individual cases to be judged on 
their own merits, irrespective of what has been 
done in similar situations in the past. People 
are not subject to rules that bind them. Nothing 
is intrinsically wrong or right, except the 
principle of love. Such love seeks the wellbeing 
of others even if the course of action is not one of 
preference. Most importantly, it is based on the 
teaching of Jesus, and so could be considered a 
truly Christian ethic.

Inevitably, however, there are weaknesses. 
Despite Fletcher’s attempt to be anti-legalistic, 
the application of even just one principle makes 
it a legalistic approach. To say no rules apply, 
and yet to also say the only rule is love, is a 
contradiction. Also, the theory is dependent on 
the calculation of consequences. It is impossible 
to be accurate in making such a calculation. 
Crucially, it reduces ethics to a single principle 
and one way of evaluating moral action. The 
theory could, therefore, justify adultery, murder, 
and even genocide in the interests of love. 

Applying the theory to divorce, therefore, 
presents problems in itself. If it is the sexual tie 
that is crucial in marriage and if its breach is the 
only permissible grounds for divorce according 
to the New Testament, then a Christian who 
seeks a divorce for any other reason, including 
cruelty, could be said to be acting immorally 
and contrary to the will of God. A situationist, 
however, would argue that there are many 
ways in which the mutual bond of trust and 
commitment can be broken, and that it is an 

unreasonable imposition on the emotional and 
physical wellbeing of the individual to refuse to 
allow other grounds for divorce. This does not 
help religious believers, however, who see it as 
their duty to adhere to the teachings of Christ.

Seeking a blend

Yet there may be a middle ground. It is possible 
that both Christians and non-Christians would 
accept that, although adultery violates the bond 
of exclusive commitment beyond repair, it is 
also possible to maintain that the principles of 
love and forgiveness should be allowed to take 
precedence. Divorce need not be the inevitable 
end to marriage, and both the New Testament 
and situation ethics support the notion of loving 
reconciliation. Furthermore, when a marriage 
ends, there must be the chance for another 
relationship, potentially one which is more in 
the spirit of Christ’s love, to take its place, and to 
deny individuals any opportunity to find such 
a blessing is dangerously unloving. So too must 
be the insistence that an individual remains at 
the mercy of a violent, abusive or cruel partner, 
simply to justify the teachings of a church or the 
beliefs of a third party. The evangelists never 
recorded Jesus telling anyone to remain in a 
situation that brought them misery or put them 
in peril, and given the hard teachings that the 
New Testament does include, it seems likely that 
they would have included such a teaching had 
he done so.

Christians should therefore seek a blend of 
law and love. Not law in its legalistic, inhibiting 
guise, but in the freedom it gives for man to 
know that he does not act alone, but has the 
revealed will of God to help him. So, even 
though Fletcher saw law and love as mutually 
exclusive, they may, in fact, be linked, as Paul 
observed: ‘Love does no harm to its neighbour. 
Therefore love is the fulfilment of the law’ 
(Romans 13:10).

Fletcher, J. (1997) Situation Ethics, Westminster John 
Knox Press.
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In the Synoptic Gospels, the writers use the word 
dunameis (‘act of power’) to describe the miracles 
of Jesus. In contrast, the author of the Fourth 
Gospel uses the word semeia (‘signs’) to describe 
the miracles, implying that it is not the actual 
miracle that is important, but the meaning behind 
it. The signs/miracles were acts performed by Jesus 
to show who he was and to lead people into faith 
in him. In ‘The Gospel According to John’, Barrett 
wrote that there were, ‘…clear indications that he 
by whom the signs are wrought is the Son of God 
and equal to God himself ’.

Jesus himself uses the term erga (‘works’) 
when referring to the miracles. This comes from 
Jewish tradition, where miracles are seen as a 
sign of God’s mighty and saving power. Jesus 
links God’s work in the past with his own in 
the present: ‘For the very work that the Father 
has given me to finish, and which I am doing, 
testifies that the Father has sent me’ (John 5:36).

Yet, despite this, the Gospel writer shows 
that Jesus hoped that the people would believe 
without the need for signs. They were, in many 
ways, a last resort.
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 Do not believe me unless I do what my Father 
does. But if I do it, even though you do not 
believe me, believe the miracles, that you may 
know and understand that the Father is in me, 
and I in the Father. ’John 10:37–38

Indeed, it soon becomes clear that the signs often 
led not to faith, but to controversy, conflict and 
condemnation. For instance, when Jesus healed 
on the Sabbath and claimed himself to be equal 
to God, he was condemned by the religious 
authorities:

‘ Jesus said to them, ‘My Father is always at his 
work to this very day, and I, too, am working.’ 
For this reason, the Jews tried all the harder to 
kill him: not only was he breaking the Sabbath, 
but he was even calling God his own father, 
making himself equal with God.  ’John 5:17–18

Leading up to the feeding 

The miracle of turning water into wine (John 
2:1–11) at the wedding at Cana is a sign that faith 
in Jesus replaces Jewish rituals. The incident, 
taking place ‘on the third day’, is a sign pointing 
to Jesus’ resurrection 3 days after his death. The 

words ‘…they have no more wine’ (John 2:3) 
show that Jewish religious rituals cannot save. 
Jesus changes the ritual water into the finest 
wine as a sign that faith in Jesus has replaced the 
legalism of Judaism.

In his book Understanding the Fourth Gospel 
(2009), John Ashton argues that the water into 
wine episode is a sign that the blood (wine) of 
Christ will lead to eternal life and this is reflected 
in the messianic banquet where believers would 
eventually eat and drink with the Messiah. 
Ashton wrote:

‘ This miracle, so different from those that were 
to come, resembles them in the most important 
point, for it too suggests…the kind of faith it is 
designed to inspire: a faith of fulfilment and of 
transformation, of joy and celebration. ’The second miracle or sign occurs when Jesus 

heals the son of an official (John 4:46–54) with 
the words: ‘You may go. Your son will live’ (John 
4:50). The official has faith in Jesus and his 
words, and does not ask for any more signs or 
evidence. He goes home to his newly healed son. 
The message of the sign is clear — it is the words 
of Jesus that give life. 
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The third sign (John 5:1–30) takes place at the 
pool of Bethesda where Jesus meets a crippled 
man who has been by the pool for 38 years. Jesus 
heals him on the Sabbath, and the sign shows 
that Jesus can bring both physical and spiritual 
healing. A person who is healed by Christ starts 
life afresh. The Jewish authorities are angry 
because the healing is performed on the Sabbath. 
They question Jesus, and when he tells them 
plainly of his unique relationship with God (‘My 
Father is always at his work to this very day, and 
I, too, am working’) the Jews are left in disbelief: 
‘I know that you do not have the love of God in 
your hearts’ (5:42).

The feeding and walking on water

At the feeding of the 5,000 (John 5:42), with 
just five small loaves and two fish, Jesus feeds 
a great crowd as a precursor to the messianic 
banquet and the sign of his body on the cross. 
His disciples gather up 12 baskets of fragments, 
symbolic of the 12 tribes of Israel. However, the 
crowd fails to understand the symbolism. They 
are only concerned with their immediate physical 
needs and cannot grasp the sign and spiritual 
significance of Jesus’ action. His teaching was 
too hard for them and many followers deserted 
Jesus — not all the signs were successful. In 
John, the Maverick Gospel, Robert Kysar writes, 
‘Wondrous deeds…are not absolute proof, but 
always ambiguous.’

Perhaps the strangest sign is Jesus walking 
on the water (John 6:16–24), the authenticity of 
which has been questioned by scholars. Some 
have argued that the original Greek wording 

in 6:19 is epi tes thalasses, meaning ‘on the sea’, 
though others say it means ‘by the sea’. If the 
latter is true, then there is no miracle, for Jesus is 
simply walking on the beach. 

However, assuming the validity of the 
account, it is clear that this is a sign that Jesus 
does, indeed, have the power of God. He walks 
on water, calms the storm and leads the terrified 
disciples to a safe haven. Barrett said this sign 
was a fulfilment of Psalm 107:29–30:

‘ He stilled the storm to a whisper: 
The waves of the sea were hushed. 
They were glad when it grew calm,  
And he guided them to their desired haven. ’Healing and restoration

Later comes the sign of Jesus bringing light, life 
and truth into the world (John 9:1–41). Jesus 
meets a man born blind and, remarkably, says 
that the man was blind ‘…so that the work of 
God might be displayed in his life’ (9:3).

It seems as if this sign is almost pre-planned. 
Jesus restores the man’s sight by spitting into some 
clay and rubbing the man’s eyes with it. This is 
symbolic of the way that God created Adam from 
clay (Genesis 2), and here Jesus is making the 
blind man into a new person. The sign is clear. 
Kysar notes that the blind man receives a new 
baptism as the waters wash away his blindness — 
he receives spiritual life and faith in Christ: ‘…the 
overcoming of blindness is more than a physical 
healing…blindness suggests darkness, and the 
healing of blindness, light’.

This miracle takes place on the Sabbath 
and the sign is totally missed by the Jewish 
authorities, who can only see Jesus as a sinner: 
‘This man is not from God, for he does not keep 
the Sabbath’ (John 9:16). Jesus finds the man and 
asks him, ‘…do you believe in the Son of Man?’ 
(9:35). The man understands that Jesus is the 
Son of Man and worships him — the man has 
received physical sight and spiritual sight. But the 
Jewish authorities cannot see the sign because 
they are spiritually blind, as Jesus reminds them: 
‘If you were blind, you would not be guilty of sin, 
but now that you claim you can see, your guilt 
remains’ (9:41).

Perhaps the greatest sign is the raising of 
Lazarus (11:1–44). He has been dead for 4 days 
before Jesus arrives, but his sister Martha has 
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sufficient faith to believe that Jesus can still do 
something. She says, ‘But I know that even now 
God will give you whatever you ask’ (11:22).

Martha believes that Jesus is ‘the Christ, the 
Son of God’ (John 11:27). In contrast, Mary arrives 
but displays no such faith. Jesus is touched by the 
crowd’s grief and he weeps (11:35). He encourages 
them to have faith in him and the power of God: 
‘Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would 
see the glory of God?’ (11:40). Then he orders that 
the stone be taken away. He prays and cries out for 
Lazarus to come out. Lazarus rises from the dead 
and comes out of the tomb. He is physically and 
spiritually reborn, and Jesus has the power of God 
to overcome death.

The sign is clear — the raising of Lazarus 
marks the end of the old Israel and the birth 
of the new. Lazarus dies as a member of the 
old Israel and comes back to life through belief 
in Christ. In his book The Person and Work of 
Christ (2015), Benjamin Warfield writes that, 

‘The raising of Lazarus thus becomes a decisive 
instance and open symbol of Jesus’ conquest of 
death and hell.’

The same message

The signs and miracles in the Fourth Gospel 
all point to the same message — that Jesus is 
the Son of God and that believing in him is the 
way to eternal life. As the author of the Fourth 
Gospel concludes:

‘ Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the 
presence of his disciples, which are not recorded 
in this book. But these are written that you may 
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, 
and that by believing you may have life in his 
name. ’John 20:30–31

Gordon Reid is a former head of religious studies 
at Alleyn’s School, London, and is an editor of 
RELIGIOUS STUDIES REVIEW.
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The appeal of a post-mortem existence
• It seems reasonable to believe that there should be something beyond this life, which gives meaning to our 
limited earthly existence.
• The moral law needs to be balanced, with good rewarded and evil punished, if not now, then in an afterlife. 
• The afterlife would be the place where human potential could be fulfilled.
• The Bible promises an afterlife as a gift from God.
• Many non-religious thinkers find the Eastern religious tradition of reincarnation attractive — the belief that 
the soul migrates after death to another body, until it is finally released into a higher form. 

Eschatological perspectives
Christian eschatology offers two eschatological perspectives: Individual and Universal.
• Individual: each individual will suffer death and judgement relative to their beliefs and their actions. 
The way in which an individual lives their earthly life brings about the conditions for the next stage of their 
existence, after which those judged to have been saved at the time of their death would enter heaven and 
enjoy the company of God, Christ and the angels. Those who die in a state of unrepented personal sin go 
to hell to suffer punishment, although Catholic eschatology allows for some to enter purgatory, where they 
undergo purification to qualify for heaven. 
• Universal: the world will come to an end, all the dead will be raised to face a general, last judgement, and 
all things will come to their final consummation. The return of Jesus will be the signal for the resurrection of 
the dead, the good and the bad. The present heaven and earth will be destroyed and new ones take their 
place. Jesus will reign in glory for ever, and those who have been saved will share his reign with him.

Immortality of the soul 
Those who take the dualistic view of the body and mind argue that:
• the physical body is an outer shell for the real self 
• this real self is within the mind or soul 
• the body will die, but the soul is immortal

Plato
Plato suggested that the body belonged to the physical world and would one day turn to dust. However, the 
soul belonged to a higher realm where eternal truths, such as justice, love and goodness, will endure for ever. 
The aim of the soul was to break free from the physical world and fly to the realm of the forms where it had 
pre-existed its incarnation, and where it would spend eternity in contemplation of the truth. At birth, the soul 
forgets its previous life, but through philosophy, we can be reminded of the nature of true reality and recall 
this lost knowledge. This process is known as anamnesis — literally, ‘non-forgetting’. Hence, Plato claimed, 
‘Ordinary people seem not to realise that those who really apply themselves in the proper way to philosophy 
are directly and of their own accord preparing themselves for death and dying.’

Kant and Hick 
Kant believed that the purpose of existence was to achieve the summum bonum or the perfect good. This 
could not be achieved by humans and so the obligation to realise it would be fulfilled by God in an afterlife. 
Kant argued that, ‘The summum bonum is only possible on the presupposition of the immortality of the 
soul.’ In the twentieth century, John Hick observed, ‘If the human potential is to be fulfilled in the lives of 
individuals, these lives must be prolonged far beyond the limits of our present bodily existence.’ 

Descartes
In Discourse on the Method (1637), Descartes wrote, ‘Our soul is of a nature entirely independent of the body, 
and consequently…it is not bound to die with it. And since we cannot see any other causes that destroy the 
soul, we are naturally led to conclude that it is immortal.’ Furthermore, Descartes saw the non-physical aspect 
of personal identity as more reliable than the physical, which was always open to doubt and uncertainty.
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Resurrection of the body
As an alternative to post-mortem existence being in the form of an immortal soul, the Judaeo-Christian 
tradition has asserted that it will involve a body, a recreation by God of the human individual, not as the 
physical being which has died, but as a spiritual being. After his resurrection, Jesus appeared before his 
disciples with a body, he talked and ate with them, and they touched him and saw his scars. Yet he was 
different. He appeared and disappeared — he was beyond death and was not to be confused with a ghost: 
‘Look at my hands and my feet…touch me and see; a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you see I have’ 
(Luke 24:39). 

Paul explained that the resurrected body is spiritual and eternal: ‘For the trumpet will sound, the dead will 
be raised imperishable, and we shall be changed. For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable 
and the mortal with immortality’ (1 Corinthians 15:52–53). Clearly then, the resurrection body is strikingly 
different from the earthly body, and yet is recognisably bodily. Thus, we know from Paul’s writings that a true 
believer in the first century had to hold that there was to be a resurrection and that the resurrection was to be 
a physical one. But Paul also makes it clear that the body with which we shall rise will not be the same as the 
body with which we now live and with which we may die. 

John Hick’s replica theory
A possible answer to these problems was offered by John Hick’s replica theory, where he suggested that 
if someone dies and appears in a new world with the same memories and physical features then it is 
meaningful to call this replica the same person. For instance, Hick says that if a person in London disappeared 
and in the next instant appeared in New York with the same memories and bodily features, then they would 
be conscious of being the same person as the one who disappeared in London even though they would not 
understand how they had arrived in New York. 

Hick argued further that since God is all powerful, it would be possible for him to create a replica body 
of a dead person, complete with all the individual’s memories and characteristics, and to do so in a place 
inhabited by resurrected persons: 

‘ Mr X then dies. A Mr X replica complete with the set of memory traces which Mr X had at the 
last moment before his death, comes into existence. It is composed of other material than physical 
matter, and is located in a resurrection world which does not stand in a spatial relationship with 
the physical world. ’Hick, J. (1966) Faith and Knowledge, Fount

The ghost in the machine
An alternative to dualism is materialism or behaviourism, which is the view that so-called mental events are 
really physical events occurring to physical objects — that when we feel emotion, for instance, this is just 
the interacting of chemicals in our physical body. Gilbert Ryle in The Concept of the Mind (1949) described 
dualism as a theory about a ‘ghost in a machine’ — that is, the ‘ghost’ of the mind in the ‘machine’ of the 
body. He rejected the notion that body and mind are separate entities — he called it a category mistake. Ryle 
famously supported this view with the example of the university. He proposed the case of the overseas visitor 
who is shown around a collegiate university town, and sees the college, libraries, playing fields and such like, 
only to ask ‘But where’s the university?’, failing to appreciate that the university is not something separate 
from its constituent parts. 

Bryan McGee wrote in Confessions of a Philosopher (1997), ‘The human body is a single entity, one subject 
of behaviour and experience with a single history. We are not two entities mysteriously laced together. We 
have made what Ryle calls a category mistake.’
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For each religious faith community, there exists 
a conviction that it enables access to some kind 
of wisdom or ‘revealed’ truth about the nature of 
reality and how we should respond to life. While 
there is an immense diversity in religious belief 
and practice across and even within different 
religions, it is possible to group religions into 
three broad and distinct categories: 

 ■ primal religious traditions 
 ■ Indian religious traditions (Hinduism, 

Buddhism and Sikhism) 
 ■ Semitic religious traditions (Judaism, 

Christianity and Islam)

Each broad tradition shares something of a 
common cultural and historical identity when 
compared to the other two traditions. In this 
article, we will explore what makes each broad 
tradition distinct from the others.

Primal religious traditions

The form religion takes in preliterate tribal 
societies is often called primal religion. 
Although the specifics of beliefs and religious 
rites can vary greatly, primal tribal religions share 
a generally similar world-view. A supernatural 
view of the world flows through most aspects 
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of community and individual life. Within the 
Western world a distinction is often made 
between the spiritual world and the natural 
world. However, within primal religions such a 
distinction makes no sense, as a holistic, almost 
organic view of reality is taken which intertwines 
the spiritual with the natural. In such a context 
religion is not something chosen or inherited, 
or just part of culture, but the heart and breath 
of life. Instead of the world being conceived 
as a detached, impersonal machine driven by 
the laws of natural causation, as in Western 
science, reality is perceived through relational 
and personal categories of thought. Everything 
that happens, from birth to death in the cycle 
of life, and the chaotic and often unpredictable 
behaviour of the forces of nature, are related 
to spiritual forces. Such spiritual powers are 
often expressed in personified ways, so that they 
become part of the agency and characteristics of 
spirits, ancestors or a myriad of gods striving for 
influence in the world. The Christian theologian 
Keith Ward has summed up the overarching 
cultural and belief focus found within primal 
religions by stating:

‘ sensory reality is an appearance of an 
underlying suprasensory world whose character 
can be discerned by processes of mental 
purification and whose powers can be used for 
human well-being — fertility, good hunting, 
and health. ’Ward 1994, p. 67

The focus on fertility, hunting and good health 
within primal religions shows that much of 
their concern centres on issues of survival in 
an often challenging and uncertain world. In a 
world full of dangers, it becomes important in 
primal societies for a holy man, or shaman, to 
act as an intermediary between the spirit world 
and its suprasensory order of being and the rest 
of the tribal group. Through his insights, access 
to secret knowledge may be gained in order to 
help appease spiritual powers. Such disclosure 
may come through dreams, ecstatic visions or 
while in a trance-like state experiencing some 
kind of travels in the spirit world. In acting as a 
mediator of revelation, the shaman is providing 
the community with the hope and possibility 
of greater security and harmony in their 
relations with the natural world. In fulfilling 

such an important task for the primal society, 
the shamans help reinforce social structures and 
legitimise the beliefs and values of the primal 
society they are a part of. Religious authority 
within primal religions clearly rests with the 
shamans. 

Influence on major world religions 
The six largest world religions of Judaism, 
Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism and 
Sikhism are all predated by primal religions. 
These major world religions are often described 
as canonical religions because, unlike primal 
religions, there is a set of written texts, or holy 
books, which provide cultural identity and 
religious authority through the generations. 
Despite their canonical nature, it might be argued 
that the oldest of these religions developed out of 
the beliefs and rites of primal religions, with the 
other world religions forming out of the cultural 
fabric of earlier religions through the accidents 
of history and religious reforming movements. 
When comparing the development of Judaism as 
an identifiable religion in the ancient near east 
to, for example, Canaanite religion, we can see 
that the religion of the Israelites found its identity 
in opposition to many of the common traits 
of primal religions. For its own part, Hinduism 
probably originated around 4,500 years ago in 
the Indus Valley civilisation of northwest India 
from earlier forms of primal religion. 

To suggest that earlier primal religions 
explain the existence of canonical religions 
is to offer a historical explanation of religion. 
Such an approach has most often been linked 
to the Victorian anthropologists E. Tylor and  
J. Frazer. Both developed theories about religion 
by suggesting how each stage of religious 
development might be understood as part of 
a process of cultural and religious evolution. 
Although inspired by Charles Darwin’s 
evolutionary theory, it was the philosopher David 
Hume who first suggested this, in The Natural 
History of Religion (1757). Hume argued that the 
earliest type of religion involved the worship 
of many gods (polytheism). The motivation for 
worshipping the gods came from the need to 
tame the fear created by death, disease, natural 
disasters and the general unpredictability of life. 
Worship of the gods was an attempt to gain their 
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favour and therefore protect life and the welfare 
of family and tribe. Over time it is argued that 
the gods gained more personal characteristics 
and the relationships between the gods became 
more complex. Eventually one God developed as 
more important than the rest of the pantheon of 
gods. This God was seen as the ultimate power 
and sustainer of everything else that existed. Out 
of polytheism there slowly developed a belief in 
the one true God: monotheism. 

Problems with historical explanation
The historical explanation of religion, in 
providing a naturalistic explanation, necessarily 
excludes from the outset the possibility that 

religion, whether primal or canonical, might 
actually be connecting with spiritual realities 
beyond the physical world. Transcendent 
powers and the actual existence of God are 
rejected. It is within this context that the 
European Enlightenment has often seen 
religion as the immature strivings of humanity 
towards the rational scientific man of today. 
This perspective chimes today with that of 
Richard Dawkins and the critiques of religion 
he offers. Religion is seen as a mistake that must 
now be resisted. Instead of false magic, modern 
man has science. 

It is hard to deny that canonical religions 
have not been influenced by earlier primal 
religions. However, such a recognition does 
not necessarily lead to the assumption of an 
atheistic understanding of religion. To consider 
historical processes leaves open the possibility 
of transcendent powers working within, through 
and alongside them unless a reductionist view 
of religion has already been assumed. It is still 
possible that God, or transcendent powers, may 
act in history or be disclosed through religious 
experience. Moses, Jesus and Muhammad may 
be the means by which God is revealed and made 
known in this world through the divine laws and 
commands contained in the holy books. 

The problem with any historical explanation 
of religion, as the British anthropologist 
Evans-Pritchard pointed out in the 1930s, 
is that we cannot prove it to be the case. The 
kind of historical evidence needed to establish 
naturalistic explanations of religion as true just 
does not exist. An alternative way of viewing 
the religious strivings of humanity might see in 
religion different stages, attempts or responses 
on the quest for spiritual wisdom or the ultimate 
truth. 

Indian religious traditions

Indian religions include a diverse range of 
traditions. Nevertheless, Keith Ward (1994) 
has characterised the general approach as one 
of enlightened apprehension. Indian religions 
tend towards a more mystical sensibility with a 
focus on inner experience. It is holy men with 
special gifts or skills in meditation who gain 
access to a suprasensory realm beyond this 
physical world, to attain an awareness of the 

Sri Harmandir Sahib, 
Amritsar, India
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underlying meaning and cycles of existence. The 
universal cosmic law that holds the universe 
together is sensed through meditative practices, 
and thus enlightenment is gained. The idea of 
dharma places in propositional form knowledge 
about the nature of reality. It is through such 
knowledge that humanity may find the means 
to achieve conformity with the cosmic law and 
thus fulfil its duty or role within the scheme of 
existence. 

The idea of samsara, with its cycle of rebirth, 
plays a key part in understanding the nature of 
the universe for Indian religions. It is through 
this cycle of rebirth that the spiritual goal of 
unity of the soul with the being of ultimate 
reality is to be achieved. By removing desire 
and ignorance, an illusory individualistic 
concept of the self as an independent reality 
can be challenged. If everything that exists has 
an impermanent existence, an ascetic path to 
spirituality opens up as possessions and worldly 
status are seen as hollow shells in the pursuit of 
happiness or enlightenment. Instead a state of 
non-attachment to the things of the world opens 
the door on achieving and experiencing bliss and 
contentment.

Indian religions have a wide range of beliefs 
about God. A creator God who stands separate 
from the created world is not always the 
understanding given in Indian religions. Instead 
of a commitment to monotheism, Hinduism 
often portrays God in a more pantheistic 
light. Pantheism is the belief that God and the 
universe are to be identified with each other, as 
ways of referring to the same reality. Buddhism 
is a monistic religious tradition which often sees 
questions concerning the existence of God as 
irrelevant and a distraction to the spiritual quest 
for enlightenment. Monism rejects the idea of 
God and the universe being divine. However, 
monism does believe that everything that exists 
is part of an underlying unity of being. With 
these pantheistic and monistic approaches, 
Indian religions are often understood in terms 
of non-dualism. 

Within Hinduism, avatars may represent 
personal understandings of divinity, special 
manifestations or vehicles through which the 
underlying reality of the suprasensory realm 
may be glimpsed and experienced. Avatars are 

not the fundamental reality itself, as ultimate 
reality is beyond distinctions between personal 
and non-personal. As a consequence, revelation 
is non-propositional and known through 
experience rather than in propositional truth 
statements. Non-activity and passivity through 
the experience of meditation is a key source 
of revelation. Miracles are understood to be 
examples of psychic powers in gifted spiritual 
holy men who are in step with the suprasensory 
order of being. 

Semitic religious traditions

In contrast to Indian religions, we find in Semitic 
religions a strongly monotheistic tradition. 
God is seen as the eternally existing creator of 
the universe. The reality of God stands apart 
from that of the world and thus a dualistic 
understanding of existence is affirmed. Semitic 
religions stress the personal nature of God, who 
is a willing, relating, speaking being who acts 
in human history. God makes his will known 
through chosen messengers, or prophets, who 
reveal the will of God. Semitic religions are 
therefore prophetic and focused on the spoken 
word as the vehicle of revelation. Semitic 
religions, in contrast to the non-propositional 
approach of Indian religions, are propositional 
in relation to revelation. Instead of meditation 
being a key way of engaging with God, as in 
Indian religions, prayer becomes much more 
important. Instead of experience, words and 
their meaning take centre stage. 

The Semitic religions of Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam share a common heritage in the stories 
surrounding the life of the patriarch Abraham, 
and also in the role of the prophets developed 
within the religion and history of ancient 
Israel. With the ancient Hebrew prophets we get 
propositional claims to knowing the revelation 
of God’s word. A clear belief in a creator God 
is expressed. This God has a moral purpose for 
humanity. It is God who acts as both judge and 
saviour of humanity in a fallen and sinful world. 
It is through the prophets that the will of God is 
made known. 

Appeals to God

In the world of the ancient Hebrew religion, we 
find in Canaanite religion and other religious 

THE IDEA OF 
SAMSARA, WITH 
ITS CYCLE OF 
REBIRTH, PLAYS 
A KEY PART IN 
UNDERSTANDING 
THE NATURE OF 
THE UNIVERSE FOR 
INDIAN RELIGIONS.
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traditions of the time a belief in polytheism, with 
many gods at war with each other and humans as 
the playthings of the gods. There is also a belief 
in the localised powers and spirits of shamanistic 
rituals akin to primal religions. In contrast to 
the human sacrifice, ritual prostitution and 
reliance on magic within near eastern fertility 
religions, we have in the Hebrew tradition the 
proclamation of a universal truth revolving 
around a creator God who rejects these practices. 
However, some of the shamanistic practices can 
still be found in the lives of some key actors 
within the Hebraic tradition. For example, Saul, 
as the first king of the Israelites, relied on the 
practice of prolonged ecstatic trance-like states to 
gain access to prophetic revelation. 

Such reliance on shamanistic practices 
faded into the background as the prophetic 
tradition within the Hebrew religion developed. 
To replace the previous reliance on personal 

ecstatic experience, the prophets increasingly 
rely on appeals to God as an actor in history. 
An earlier historical revelation is appealed to, 
through which the nature and will of God has 
already been made known. So, within Judaism, 
the Exodus event and the provision of the Law 
to Moses become key markers of religious 
identity around which relationships with God 
are organised. The Exodus event also serves to 
authenticate the earlier Abrahamic covenant by 
which the Hebrews have become the chosen 
people of God with a promised land in view. 
In as much as they upheld the ancient histories 
and revelations, they were judged to be acting as 
agents of divine authority and blessing.

The message of the prophets proclaimed that a 
personal God who created everything existed. It 
was this God alone that was worthy of worship. 
This basis gives Semitic religions a tendency 
towards exclusivism which sees other religions 

The ‘Blue Mosque’, 
Istanbul, Turkey
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as a mistake. The revelation of God can only 
truly be found within its own particular religious 
tradition. This tendency becomes more keenly 
pronounced in Christianity and Islam. Keith 
Ward states that in Semitic religions the:

‘ prophetic religion stands for the transcendence 
of personal, ethical, and individual life, over 
against the reduction of human personhood to 
the rhythms of time and nature, and the ritual 
control of fate and fertility which the nature 
religions seemed to stress. ’Ward 1994, p. 102 

The history of Semitic religions
It is through history that revelation is disclosed 
within the Semitic religions of Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam. Within Judaism we 
find the emphasis is on the giving of the Torah 
to Moses and the ministry of the prophets in 
ancient Israel. For Christianity, the breaking into 
history of the divine Word in the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus is stressed, as God makes 
himself incarnate in this world. In Islam, the 
eternal pre-existent words of God are imparted 
to his prophet Muhammad. These words now 
form the Qur’an. In each of the Semitic religions 
we find a strong notion of the purposeful action 
of God towards the world, moving humanity 
towards its future consummation and perfection.

Within Semitic religions, God made an 
ordered and good creation that has become 
corrupted by human sin and rebellion against 
God. Some theological traditions within 
Christianity and Islam stress the imperfection 
of the world as a place of suffering, as a test 
from God or veil of soul making, through which 
holiness is given its chance to develop and shine 
by the choices we make during our lives. Each 
Semitic religion offers different ways of resolving 
the disordered relationships between God and 
humanity. Judaism puts the focus on living an 
ethical life towards God and others. Christianity 
stresses the need to find salvation in recognising 
Jesus as God incarnate, restoring our relationship 
to God. Islam emphasises the need to submit to 
the will of God. 

There is a respective concern within each 
tradition for the way in which the lives of 
Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Muhammad disclose 
the divine will, law and commands. Miracles are 
viewed as events that witness the breaking into 

this world of God or his agents to direct creation 
towards its end goal, and also to the overcoming 
of evil. The world cannot heal itself and needs a 
transcendent and eternally existing God to lead 
creation towards its future destiny. Such a God 
is to be related to primarily through prayer and 
the contemplation of his word in the holy text 
(Torah, Bible or Qur’an). Those who acknowledge 
the existence of God and seek to incorporate his 
wisdom into their lives may develop a life of 
loving devotion to God and his will. 

The Semitic religions can be seen as involving 
the ongoing persuasive influence of God towards 
humanity. Revelation is about encountering God 
or his will, whether originating in experience or 
the written word of holy texts, and generating 
a personal response to that encounter. 
Understanding revelation as propositional has 
played a greater part in Semitic religions than 
the non-propositional perspective. Semitic 
traditions have most often been understood to 
see revelation as the conveying of information 
to human beings by God through speaking, 
through verbal and personal modes of 
communication, which establish objective 
truths. 

Exploring further

Semitic and Indian traditions have clear 
differences from each other, as well as from 
primal religions. How each of the religions 
should relate to each other and perceive the 
spirituality or truths of the other religions is a 
key issue for us, living in the pluralistic society 
that we do. While we cannot tackle the issues 
surrounding religious pluralism in this article, 
through a keener understanding of the main 
differences between the religious traditions you 
will be able to explore more effectively the issues 
surrounding religious pluralism and the nature 
of religions. 

Ward, K. (1994) Religion and Revelation, Oxford 
University Press.
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AQA candidates are assessed according to 

two assessment objectives, as set out in 

Table 1. How does this work out in practice?
 ■ There are two components. Each 

component is assessed via externally 

assessed written examination.
 ■ You have to study both components. 

In Component 2 you choose one of five 

religions (A: Buddhism, B: Christianity,  

C: Hinduism, D: Islam, E: Judaism).

AS

 ■ For Component 1 you must answer four 

compulsory two-part questions. In each 

question the first part addresses AO1 and 

the second AO2. Each part carries 15 marks.
 ■ For Component 2 you must answer two 

compulsory two-part questions. In each 

question the first part addresses AO1 and 

the second AO2. Each part carries 15 marks.

A-level

For Component 1 you must answer two 

compulsory two-part questions. In each 

question the first part addresses AO1 and 

the second AO2 (AO1 = 10 marks, AO2 =  

15 marks).

For Component 2 you must answer:
 ■ Section A: two compulsory two-part 

questions. In each question the first part 

AQA  
exam terms  
explained
In the third of a series of columns introducing the  
A-level assessment criteria, we focus on what  
the command words mean in AQA exams

 exam focus

Table 1 The assessment objectives (AOs) and their weighting

Objective AS A-level

AO1 Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of religion and 
belief, including:
• religious, philosophical and/or ethical thought and teaching
• influence of beliefs, teachings and practices on individuals, 

communities and societies
• cause and significance of similarities and differences in belief, 

teaching and practice
• approaches to the study of religion and belief

50% 40%

AO2 Analyse and evaluate aspects of, and approaches to, religion and 
belief, including their significance and influence and study

50% 60%
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addresses AO1 and the second AO2 (AO1 = 

10 marks, AO2 = 15 marks).
 ■ Section B: one unstructured synoptic 

question from a choice of two (AO1 = 10 

marks, AO2 = 15 marks).
 ■ Section C: one unstructured synoptic 

question from a choice of two (AO1 = 10 

marks, AO2 = 15 marks).

Component 1

In all your responses, you should 

demonstrate knowledge and understanding 

of the following:
 ■ the meaning and significance of the 

specified content
 ■ the influence of these beliefs and 

teachings on individuals, communities and 

societies

 ■ the cause and significance of similarities 

and differences in beliefs and teachings
 ■ the approach of philosophy to the study 

of religion and belief

The term belief(s) includes religious beliefs 

and non-religious beliefs as appropriate.

You should be able to analyse and 

evaluate issues arising from the topics 

studied, and the views and arguments of 

the scholars prescribed for study. You should 

also be able to use specialist language and 

terminology appropriately.

Component 2

In all your responses, you should 

demonstrate knowledge and understanding 

of the following:
 ■ the specified material
 ■ how the texts specified for study are 

interpreted and applied
 ■ the influence of beliefs and teachings on 

individuals, communities and societies
 ■ the causes, meanings and significance 

of similarities and differences in religious 

thought belief and practice within the 

religion being studied

 ■ approaches to the study of religion and 

belief

You should be able to analyse and 

evaluate issues arising from the topics 

studied, and the views and arguments of 

the scholars prescribed for study. You should 

also be able to use specialist language and 

terminology appropriately.

For AS questions the trigger words used 

are:
 ■ Explain: this tests knowledge and 

understanding of teachings or practices. It 

requires you to identify at least two relevant 

points and demonstrate understanding by 

developing them. 
 ■ Assess: make an informed judgement.

For A-level questions the trigger words 

used are:
 ■ Examine: investigate closely.
 ■ Evaluate: this tests evaluation. It requires 

you to consider different viewpoints and 

arrive at a judgement.
 ■ Critically examine and evaluate: this 

requires you to investigate (e.g. teachings, 

practices or views) closely and then to reach 

a judgement.

Table 2 The two components and their areas

Component 1: Philosophy of religion and 
ethics

Component 2: Study of religion
(A-level only) Study of religion and 

dialogues

Section A: Philosophy of religion
• Arguments for the existence of God
• Evil and suffering
• Religious experience
(A-level only)
• Miracles
• Self and life after death

Section B: Ethics and religion
• Ethical theories: natural moral law, 

situation ethics and virtue ethics
• Issues of human life and death
• Issues of animal life and death
(A-level only)
• Introduction to meta-ethics
• Free will and moral responsibility
• Conscience
• Bentham and Kant

Section A: Study of religion
• Sources of wisdom and authority
• God/gods/ultimate reality
• Life after death
• Key moral principles
• Religious identity
(A-level only)
• Religion, gender and sexuality
• Religion and science
• Religion and secularisation
• Religion and religious pluralism

(A-level only)
Section B: The dialogue between 
philosophy and religion
• How religion is influenced by, and has 

an influence on, philosophy of religion in 
relation to the issues studied

The dialogue between ethical studies and 
religion
• How religion is influenced by, and has an 

influence on, ethical studies in relation to 
the issues studied

AS 2-hour exam, two-thirds of qualification AS 1-hour exam, one-third of qualification

A-level 3-hour exam, 50% of qualification A-level 3-hour exam, 50% of qualification
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Information processing is a purposeful 

activity. The idea of purpose in nature has 

a long history going back to Aristotle, the 

student of Plato. Although biologists tend 

towards reductive materialism, biology 

need not be understood this way. When 

considering the natural world, Aristotle 

explored the nature of things by asking four 

questions summed up in his doctrine of the 

four causes. The material cause examined 

what something was made of. The formal 

cause explored attributes and shape. The 

efficient cause sought to establish how 

something came to be as it is. Aristotle’s 

genius lies in his fourth cause, where he 

asked of natural objects what their end (telos) 

was. This explored the purpose of something 

within the context in which it existed. 

Life systems

Discussing purpose in the natural world has 

often been avoided in biology, as it is seen as 

an anthropomorphic tendency. Perhaps when 

applied to inanimate objects this is true. To 

read purpose into them speaks more towards 

the intentionality of mind towards the object. 

But our attempts to understand life systems 

struggle without applying the concept of 

purpose. Since the seventeenth century, 

modern thought has turned away from the 

vision of Aristotle and its philosophy of nature 

found in Generation of Animals and has left 

us with reductive materialism and its denial of 

the self. Yet life systems are not inert matter: 

they grow and change organically because 

they have something we call life. Unless the 

individual parts of a life system — whether 

 stretch and challenge

Purposefulness  
and the natural self
Peter Manning continues his analysis of the complex  
and important issues of free will, determinism and the self
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at the molecular, cellular or organism level 

— are related to their internal and external 

contexts, understanding won’t go beyond 

description. We understand by examining 

things through their relationships with other 

things. Functions relate to larger wholes that 

are part of systems. 

Our stress response has within the 

autonomic nervous system a sympathetic 

pathway that readies us for fight, and a 

parasympathetic branch that returns the 

body to its baseline state. This response 

involves multiple organs, chemical 

messengers and different areas of the 

brain all working together to achieve a 

readiness state to meet the challenges of the 

environment. This is information processing 

on a grand scale. But it is more than that. 

Everything involved in the body’s stress 

response is relating to chemical and electrical 

messages in the nervous system to achieve 

a goal — to run or relax. Furthermore, that 

purpose can be seen as achieving energy 

efficiency — being constantly on edge is 

exhausting even if we don’t fight. The ability 

of the biological life system to respond 

to challenges in an energy-efficient way 

promotes survival. 

Darwin and Damasio

It is part of the genius of Darwin that 

despite the mechanistic materialism 

of his day he looked back towards an 

Aristotelian vision of nature, and in his 

explanation of natural selection applied 

purpose to biological evolution. Survival 

and reproduction is the biological goal. 

Survival of the fittest is a more complex 

concept than is often supposed, as it 

involves the organism interacting with the 

environment in ways that shape its future 

form over many generations. The internal 

driver for those interactions has been 

poorly understood, but Antonio Damasio 

(2015) argues that part of the answer can 

be found in the concept of homeostasis. 

Homeostasis is more often applied to the 

internal regulation of an organism, such as 

temperature and hydration, so that it stays 

within its life-giving parameters. Damasio, 

however, sees all life systems, from cells 

to animals, as mindlessly managing their 

internal environments in relation to both 

internal and external factors to achieve 

homeostasis. The stress response widens 

the scope of homeostasis towards relations 

with the external environment. Life systems 

that better manage homeostasis survive 

and continue to evolve in response to 

environmental pressures. Life can be seen 

as energy regulation within a self-replicating 

structure governed by homeostatic rules and 

devices throughout its body (Damasio 2015, 

p. 45).

Life regulation and 
consciousness 

In Spirituality for the Skeptic (2002), Robert 

Solomon ponders the different ways we 
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might construe mind (p. 129). Depending on 

the focus of our experience it can be to do 

with sensitivity and the sensory experience 

of pain, light or heat. At other times, it 

seems that mind is taken over by emotions 

such as joy or anger. Or we might think of 

mind as Descartes did, as reflective self-

consciousness. Aristotle’s term for mind, or 

the soul, anima, relates to self-movement. 

Like Aristotle, Damasio sees movement as 

key to the self. Life systems that move need 

some kind of awareness to navigate through 

their environment. Movement is bound up in 

the development of neurons. Neurons only 

exist in animals and not plants. As a type 

of cell, neurons have a unique capability to 

form information highways by their ability 

to send and receive chemical and electrical 

signals. Nervous systems are constructed out 

of neurons and allow for the development of 

information-processing centres through the 

interconnected neural bundles of the brain. 

When we consider the human brain 

and the nervous systems of other animals, 

it is possible to understand consciousness 

as an evolutionary adaptive outcome. 

Consciousness allows greater flexibility 

in the responsiveness of the organism 

to the environment and its threats and 

opportunities. This enhances homeostasis. 

This is not to embrace the panpsychism 

of David Chalmers, for consciousness is 

not understood as a fundamental building 

block of nature. Rather, consciousness is 

experienced as physical responsiveness of 

the animal, which beyond basic life forms is 

experienced as feeling aware. Consciousness 

as feeling is a physical, emergent property 

of complex neural networks. Such networks 

are survival-enhancing solutions working 

within an evolutionary context.

Pearl and bundle 

To argue that consciousness resides in 

complex neural networks is to support a view 

of the self that is often referred to as the 

‘bundle’ view. Bundle views tend towards a 

conclusion that ends up denying the reality of 

the self and free will. But using neurological 

studies to deny the self completely 

misconstrues the layered and distributed 

nature of the self. Relying on case studies 

of people with abnormal brain functions 

also has problems of correspondence with 

normal brain functioning. We have within our 

interpretations an explanatory distance which 

reductive explanations are apt to oversimplify. 

In short, they carry forward assumptions 

inherited from Kant which are not necessary. 

Hume had rejected Descartes’ 

autonomous self by arguing that, as there 

is no experience outside perceptions of the 

present moment, the ‘self’ had no reality 

outside habits of the mind. To rescue the self 

and the basis of our knowledge of things, 

Kant argued that the ability to experience 

the perceptual world of our senses required 

transcendental apperception. This is the idea 

that our ability to make coherence out of 

individual bits of sensory experience requires 

‘pure original unchangeable consciousness’ 

to be the receiving ‘vessel’, as it were, of 

such experiences (Critique of Pure Reason). 

Kant goes on to affirm that, ‘I am conscious 

of myself, not as I appear to myself, nor 

as I am in myself, but only that I am’. Such 

a view is often called the ‘pearl’ view of 

the self. It is this that neurological studies 

are taken to disprove when materialists 

supporting epiphenomenalism or eliminative 

materialism conclude there can be no such 

thing as free will. There is no pearl, no self, 

to be found in the brain to be free with.

The startling truth, however, is that 

neurological evidence can be understood, 

using the bundle view, to situate the ‘I am’ 

awareness of the self at the end rather than 

the beginning of conscious experience. Kant 

was wrong in assuming that perceptual 

experience cannot cohere without immediate 

awareness of self-being. Epileptic automatism, 

in which conscious self-awareness is lost, 

does not prevent the patient interacting with 

the environment and even drinking cups of 

water or opening doors during the seconds 

the disorder manifests itself. Sleepwalking 

is another example. Elementary aspects of 

mind continue even in the absence of the 

‘I am’ self of Kant. We might say that the 

person is awake but absent. Consciousness is 

present to enable bodily interactions with the 

environment even though the knowing self 

is lost.

Instead of perception cohering in 

Kant’s ‘I am’ pearl, it is an awake feeling 

that is the foundation of consciousness. 

Awakeness is not the same as awareness 

of being awake. Much philosophical 

and psychological discussion misses the 

importance of this and continues the 

debate within conceptual boundaries 

constructed by Kant. Just because we don’t 

Damasio suggests we 
manage our internal 
environments in relation 
to both internal and 
external factors to 
achieve homeostasis
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find an unchanging concrete self does not 

invalidate the reality of the self. The self 

is not some Platonic mathematical ideal 

requiring unchanging certainty in itself for 

its truth to be established. Kant did not 

have the conceptual resources to achieve an 

evolutionary-based theory of the self, or the 

cultural space to allow its reception. 

Letting go of transcendental 
idealism

The self does reside after all in organic, 

animated life that has an evolved past. Kant 

alluded to this in Anthropology (1798) when 

he remarked: 

‘ whether the present period of history, 
on the occasion of some great physical 
revolution, may not be followed by 
a third, when an orangutan or a 
chimpanzee would develop the organs 
which serve for walking, touching, 
speaking, into the articulated structure 
of a human being, with a central 
organ for the use of understanding, 
and gradually advance under the 
training of social institutions.  ’Being inspired by Darwin, William James 

took up the same theme in The Principles of 

Psychology (1890) when he stated that, ‘It 

is very generally admitted, though the point 

would be hard to prove, that consciousness 

grows the more complex and intense the 

higher we rise in the animal kingdom. That 

of a man must exceed that of an oyster.’ 

Consciousness and mind have a natural 

foundation that mean we should also let go 

of Kant’s transcendental idealism. 

In responding to the scepticism of 

Hume, Kant rescued knowledge and the 

self from being trapped in habits of mind 

by arguing that the mind applies categories 

of understanding (quantity and quality) and 

forms of intuition (time and space) that order 

and shape our experience of the world. 

However, these universal characteristics of 

mind create a perceptive distance between 

our experience of the world and the way 

the world actually is (phenomenal and 

noumenal). The consequences of this have 

led steadily to postmodern philosophy and 

non-realism in knowledge as the mind fails 

to gain a foothold in reality outside of the 

constructs of mind. 

However, such an outcome is not 

necessary. In The One, the Three and the 

Many (1993), Colin Gunton argues that our 

most fundamental concepts of mind are 

not those of Kant. Instead, Gunton argues 

for ‘open transcendentals’: relationality, 

substantiality and interpenetration. 

These terms sum up the way the mind is 

immersed in the reality of the world and 

how perceptive forms of mind are shaped 

out of the dynamic relationality present in 

the world. The mind operates the way it 

does because such operations enable it to 

make sense of reality. Although Gunton’s 

book does not explore open transcendentals 

in relation to evolution, it would seem a 

natural progression to put the theory within 

this context. This narrows the phenomenal, 

noumenal gap opened up by Kant as we 

know the world in ways an evolved animal 

finds promotes its chances of survival. We 

may perceive and understand the world 

from a species perspective, but that does 

not mean we are divorced from the nature 

of reality and the relationships of things 

within it. We need only look at our many 

technological successes to appreciate the 

truth of this. 

A project to be pursued

William James was pessimistic about 

our ability as a species to understand 

how subjective states arise from brain 

mechanisms. He can be heard saying ‘nature 

in her unfathomable designs has mixed us 

of clay and flame, of brain and mind, that 

the two things hang indubitably together 

and determine each other’s being, but how 

or why, no mortal may ever know’ (The 

Principles of Psychology). But post-Darwin, 

with developments in neurobiology and 

evolutionary theory, such a project can be 

pursued. 

So, how can we construe the self, through 

bundle theory, in a way that rescues it from 

reductive materialism? For that, we have 

to turn to the work of Antonio Damasio 

and play out the implications of biological 

homeostasis and its emergent expressions in 

mind, consciousness and free will.

Damasio, A. (2015) Self Comes to Mind: 
Constructing the Conscious Brain, Vintage.

Gunton, C. (1993) The One, the Three and 
the Many, Cambridge University Press.

Solomon, R. (2002) Spirituality for the 
Skeptic: the Thoughtful Love of Life, Oxford 
University Press.
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As J. M. Barrie wrote in Peter Pan (1904), ‘To die 
would be an awfully big adventure.’ Whether 
death really is an awfully big adventure or the 
‘final frontier’, the one fact we do have is that 
in reality we have no idea of what, if anything, 
comes next.

There are many philosophical discussions 
about death and any possible future existence. 
They all present ideas but there is no proof. 
No proof, that is, unless we take paranormal 
activities into account. However, these are largely 
dismissed by sceptics due to lack of evidence. 
Worldwide there are more people who believe in 
a religious-based concept of an afterlife of reward 
or punishment than in a spirit world present on 
Earth. 

Those with a religious belief in reincarnation 
probably have a simpler belief that is subject to 
fewer challenges. Again, there is no scientific 
proof, but this surely applies to all religious 
beliefs and concepts. Tibetan Buddhists believe 
that any future Dalai Lama will, of necessity, be a 
reincarnation of a previous one. 

All boards: philosophy 
options

Near-death 
experiences
Near-death experiences are useful reference points for essays on religious experience  
and life after death. Jon Mayled guides us through the territory of this complex area

Jon Mayled
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What do NDEs prove?

The questions to be raised here are, ‘What is 
the validity of near-death experiences (NDEs)?’ 
and ‘Do NDEs offer any proof of a post-life 
existence?’

NDEs are found across cultures and 
civilisations and are certainly not limited to the 
Western world. For thousands of years, people 
have written about NDEs in entirely different 
parts of the world, and all these accounts are 
remarkably similar.

Recent research by Gregory Shushan into 
NDEs across cultures analysed the afterlife beliefs 
of five ancient civilisations (Old and Middle 
Kingdom Egypt, Sumerian and Old Babylonian 
Mesopotamia, Vedic India, pre-Buddhist China 
and pre-Columbian Mesoamerica) and compared 
these with contemporary accounts. Shushan’s 
research indicated that the authors of related 
sacred texts were familiar with NDEs.

In 1980 Kenneth Ring divided the stages of 
NDEs as follows:
1 peace
2 body separation
3 entering darkness
4 seeing the light
5 entering the light

NDEs are reported by people who nearly 
died or were pronounced clinically dead before 
being revived. People born blind have reportedly 
been able to ‘see’ during an NDE. The person 
undergoing the experience can hear people’s 
voices and there is a loud buzzing or ringing 
noise. People feel that they are floating down 
on their body and can sometimes clearly see 

themselves in the room (and accurately describe 
what was happening when they have been 
brought back to life). Many experience a feeling 
of light or warmth and then are suddenly jolted 
back into their physical body.

Case study: Pam Reynolds

In the summer of 1991, 35-year-old Pam 
Reynolds learned she had a life-threatening bulge 
in an artery in her brain. Her neurosurgeon, 
Robert Spetzler, told her that in order to operate 
he would have to stop her heart. During that 
time her brain function would cease. By all 
clinical measures, she would be dead for up to at 
least 1 hour.

While Reynolds was under anaesthesia, 
leads from a machine that emitted a clicking 
sound were plugged into her ears to gauge her 
brainstem function (the brainstem plays a part in 
controlling hearing as well as other involuntary 
activities). Additional instruments tracked 
heartbeat, breathing, temperature and other vital 
signs. Her limbs were restrained; her eyes were 
lubricated and then taped shut. As Dr Spetzler 
powered up the surgical saw to open the patient’s 
skull, Reynolds felt herself leave her body. From 
a position just above Dr Spetzler’s shoulders, she 
looked down on the operation and ‘saw’ Spetzler 
holding something that looked like an electric 
toothbrush.

A female voice complained that the patient’s 
blood vessels were too small. It appeared to 
Reynolds that they were about to operate on her 
groin. She then saw three Asian doctors enter 
the room to observe her operation. The middle 

NDEs have been 
reported by patients 
who were pronounced 
clinically dead
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doctor gestured to someone outside the window 
before leaving the theatre. Reynolds then 
assumed that whatever they were doing inside 
her skull had triggered a hallucination. Even 
though her eyes and ears were effectively sealed 
shut, what she perceived was actually happening. 
The surgical saw did resemble an electric 
toothbrush. Surgeons were, indeed, working on 
her groin (catheters had to be threaded up to 
her heart to connect to a heart–lung machine). 
Dr Spetzler gave the order to bring Reynolds to 
‘standstill’, draining the blood from her body. By 
every reading of every instrument, life left her 
body. 

She wandered down a tunnel towards a light. 
Here were her long-dead grandmother and her 
relatives and friends. Time seemed to stop. An 
uncle led her back to her body and told her to 
return to it. She said it felt like plunging into a 
pool of ice water. 

Afterwards, in discussion with Dr Spetzler, 
Reynolds found out that all the things she 
remembered from the operating theatre were 
true.

Medical explanations

Medical professionals suggest that these 
experiences happen to the dying brain, possibly 
because the blood supply to the brain is being 
cut off (some fighter pilots who black out 
report similar effects, due to lack of oxygen). 
However, during ‘standstill’ Pam’s brain was 
found ‘dead’ by all three clinical tests — her 
electroencephalogram was silent, her brainstem 
response was absent, and no blood flowed 
through her brain. 

Some scientists theorise that NDEs are 
produced by brain chemistry, but Dr Peter 
Fenwick, a neuropsychiatrist and leading 
authority on NDEs, believes that this view falls 
far short of the facts. Dr Fenwick describes the 
state of the brain during an NDE as follows:

‘ The brain isn’t functioning. It’s not there. 
It’s destroyed. It’s abnormal. But, yet, it can 
produce these very clear experiences… an 
unconscious state is when the brain ceases 
to function. For example, if you faint, you 
fall to the floor, you don’t know what’s 
happening and the brain isn’t working. The 
memory systems are particularly sensitive to 
unconsciousness. So, you won’t remember 
anything. But yet, after one of these 
experiences [an NDE], people come out with 
clear, lucid memories… . This is a real puzzle for 
science. I have not yet seen any good scientific 
explanation which can explain that fact. ’Dr Larry Dossey writes, ‘The modern tradition 

of equating death with an ensuing nothingness 
can be abandoned. For there is no reason to 
believe that human death severs the quality of 
the oneness in the universe’ (2013, One Mind).

For a critical response to the Pam Reynolds case 
see Augustine, K. (2003) ‘Hallucinatory Near-Death 
Experiences’, www.tinyurl.com/gwzdu9h

For the documentaries with Dr Peter Fenwick see  
www.tinyurl.com/h8nzlb5
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Problems with  
life after death
There are several problems with the concepts of the  
immortal soul, the resurrected body and replica theory

Problems of personal identity
Human beings require three things to make up their 
individuality: body, memory and psychological pattern 
(personal identity). If post-mortem existence does not 
include a body, then bodily continuity is lost. If we cannot 
remember our previous life or lives, then memory is lost. 
With only psychological pattern remaining, it would be 
impossible to determine if the same person has survived the 
death process without bodily continuity. Without continuity, 
the benefits of an afterlife would be questionable. 

The real issues are: ‘What constitutes personal identity 
and what makes a person?’

Problems with the immortal soul
Is a disembodied soul really identifiable as the ‘same person’? 
• Dualists argue that a person’s personal identity is distinct from their body — people often talk about their 
real selves as if they were distinct from their bodies. 
• Traditional theology disagrees, and suggests that personal identity is strongly linked to the physical body. 
• Aquinas believed that the soul — the anima — animated the body and gave it life. Hence, Aquinas observed:

‘ Elements that are by nature destined for union naturally desire to be united with each other; for 
any being seeks what is suited to it by nature. Since, therefore, the natural condition of the soul is 
to be united to the body...it has a natural desire for union with the body, hence the will cannot be 
perfectly at rest until the soul is again joined to a body. When this takes place, man rises from the 
dead.  ’• Furthermore, our physical characteristics give us an identity and the way in which others respond to our 

physical selves has an effect on our minds. For psychological and physiological reasons, therefore, it may not 
be reasonable to make a radical separation between physical and non-physical identity.

Problems with the resurrected body
• Is the resurrected person the same person who died? If death is extinction, then the resurrected person 
must only be a copy of the original person. 
• Our experience of bodies is that they are contingent and corruptible. It involves a leap of logic to believe 
that they can be the vehicle for a post-mortem life.
• What about the appearance of the resurrected body? Does the body look as it did on the point of death? If 
not, what age is it? And what of physical defects and mental and emotional problems? 
• Is everyone cured and made perfect in the afterlife? And if they are made perfect, then is that really them 
and what constitutes perfection?
• Significantly, Jesus was not immediately recognised by the disciples when he appeared to them. Does this 
suggest that he looked completely different, or that they were not psychologically prepared to encounter him?
• Jesus’ resurrection was qualitatively different from the resurrection of believers, since it took place within 
time and space. Can it therefore be a model for the resurrection in the afterlife?

Problems with the replica theory
Hick’s scenario demands that we suspend belief based on regular experience: we do not have experience 
of people disappearing from one place and reappearing in another in the way he suggests. It may be easier 
to envisage that bodies are recreated in a post-mortem place than that they can be replicated in a different 
spatial–temporal location.

Ultimately, we are still left with the problem of whether any kind of post-mortem existence can be verified. 
John Hick resolves this with the principle of eschatological verification. He envisages two travellers walking 
down a road, one of whom believes it leads to the celestial city, and one who believes that there is no final 
destination. Which one of them is right will not be verified until they reach the end of the road, although 
their particular positions will have a vital influence on the way they experience and interpret what happens to 
them on the road. Nevertheless, their respective positions will be either verified or falsified, although it is not 
possible to do so during their earthly existence. 
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 what do you think?

Mohan Das, better known today as Lotan 

Baba (the ‘rolling saint’), is an Indian holy 

man who has a unique way of promoting 

peace. He travels by rolling his body along the 

ground at a speed of about 8 miles per day, 

and claims to have covered nearly 20,000 

miles in total, rolling through the cities of 

India and beyond — including London.

Leaving home at 12 years old to become 

a mystic holy man, Mohan Das later 

gained fame by choosing to do penance 

by standing perfectly still on the same spot 

under a banyan tree for 7 years and eating 

only grass. He says his mission is to promote 

‘world peace and eternal salvation’. 

Mohan Das believes that God whispers 

to him while he is rolling. He claims that 

although it makes his head spin, God 

encourages him to keep going — and 

protects him from oncoming traffic. He is 

assisted by a team of helpers who sweep 

the streets ahead of him. Often he has to 

stop rolling to help a sick person — many 

in India believe he is a saint and has healing 

powers from God. Once, as he tried to roll 

into Pakistan, he was refused entry because 

he did not have a passport. However, he was 

allowed to stay at the Sikh temple in Amritsar. 

On Tuesday 9 August 1994, people in 

London were amazed when the famous 

‘rolling saint’ came rolling out of Victoria 

Station, down Grosvenor Road and into 

Battersea Park — all the time smoking 

cigarettes (a habit he can’t give up). 

He once said, ‘When I was rolling, I felt 

that each turn of my body was like the 

earth rolling in the universe.’ He has another 

motive for rolling, apart from world peace. 

As he said on his visit to London, ‘My only 

wish now is for my feat to be recorded in 

the Guinness World Records!’ He now holds 

a record for longest rolling at about 15,845 

kilometres.

Saint or fake? What do you think?

Tell us what you think        #hoddermags

The rolling saint
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