
1 Ancient philosophical influences 

1 Heraclitus said, ‘You cannot step into the same river twice.’ Following on from this 

quotation, the main influence of the pre-Socratics, thinkers of the fifth and sixth centuries 

BCE, on early Greek philosophy was to raise questions about the certainty of knowledge 

in a world that is forever changing. When we understand this, we can begin to see why 

Plato sought the realm of the Forms. 

2 Plato asks his readers, in the voice of Socrates, to imagine several prisoners who have 

been chained up for the whole of their lives. All they can see is one wall of the cave. 

Behind them is a walkway and behind that a fire, which casts shadows on the wall they 

can see. Along this walkway, men carry objects which the prisoners see as shadows on 

the wall. So the prisoners see the shadows as reality and hear the voices of the walkers 

bouncing off the wall of the cave. They therefore know nothing of the true nature of the 

objects carried. 

3 Since Plato was looking for a way of explaining concepts like beauty, truth or goodness, 

it might be argued that Plato’s analogy was helpful in describing that particular kind of 

reality – those things which we cannot point to but need to be able to talk about. Much of 

our conversations include abstract ideas or forms. A more common-sense approach might 

say that we know what we know through applying reason to our senses and that there is 

no evidence of a world of forms or that learning is about remembering. 

4 Plato reasoned that parallel to the material world we all experience is the realm of Forms, 

which, unlike our realm of appearances, is unchanging and permanent, a realm of souls. 

As this world did not decay, it was/is true reality. He believed that this realm of the 

‘Forms’ gave us a certainty and fixity which we will never find in the world of 

appearances. A classic example would be that we know a house cat, a lion, a puma and a 

tiger are all cats because they all share in the Form of a Cat. Given the phrase ‘beauty is 

in the eye of the beholder’, it is harder to see how we are all ‘remembering’ the same 

Form in more abstract ways. 

5 In our world, all life is dependent on the radiation from the sun for warmth and light. In 

the same way as seeing things here depends on the sun, so our mental powers need the 

spiritual realm to enable us to understand the truth which resides in the Forms. The 

supreme Form which enables understanding of all other Forms is the Form of the Good. 

6 As all sense experience is open to interpretation and we each interpret the world as we are 

taught to as children, then this could be an interesting approach. Those brought up in a 

deeply religious tradition might interpret a sunrise or a coincidence in a different way 

from an atheist. The nature of the knower is very important in Boethius’ argument about 

how God knows. 

7 Clearly, the prisoner is not only suffering from the oncoming light as he is dragged up the 

ramp but, to use modern parlance, he is also being taken out of his comfort zone. This is 

often true of students of philosophy who are forced to explore an uncomfortable world 

where things which they thought had been certainties are in fact much more nebulous 



than they could have imagined. This may make them feel that the foundation on which 

their understanding of reality stands is sand rather than rock. It is clear from the analogy 

that ‘if’ the prisoner were to return to the cave, he would appear disorientated and 

possibly mad to those who still see the shadows as reality. It is important, for Plato, that 

those who govern have gone through the pain of education and become philosophers so 

that their decisions are governed by true knowledge and not shadow knowledge. In this 

there is, no doubt, a criticism of the Athenians for their treatment and execution of his 

teacher, Socrates. 

8 In The Republic, what Plato is really trying to help us explore is how we come to ideas 

such as truth, justice or beauty. When we say someone or something is beautiful, what are 

we actually saying? Plato would say we are remembering our experience of the Form 

Beauty in the realm of the Forms. I find this an interesting one to explore in class as, if we 

look at the history of art from Plato’s time until today, then we find that the idea of beauty 

in the human form, male or female, has changed often over the millennia. 

9 In Aristotle’s writings, unlike Plato’s, we find the concept of Form used in much the same 

way as we might today. They were not, as it were, in another dimension casting shadows 

which make up our world of appearances; they are in fact the materials of all that we see 

around us. So we understand the world as we see it and analyse what we encounter with 

our senses. 

10 The answer should contain the following causes with your own explanations: 

The material cause: If you were looking at the statue known as the Pieta, this would be 

the marble of which it is composed. Any similar answer would demonstrate that you have 

thought about this issue and not just memorised what you have read in a textbook. 

The formal cause: Here you might describe the image of the Blessed Virgin holding her 

dead son in her arms. This is what makes the statue a particular piece of art and not some 

Platonic Form casting a shadow from another dimension. 

The efficient cause: Following on from the above example, you could describe 

Michelangelo as the efficient cause for the Pieta; Heatherwick as the efficient cause of the 

Olympic cauldron; or any efficient cause you can think of – check with your teacher after 

you have considered this. 

The final cause: There are a whole range of final causes for you to choose from. For 

example, the final cause of this book you are using is, I hope, to give you both a better 

understanding of philosophy of religion and simply a better examination result. You 

could choose either or both. The idea of this question is to encourage you to think of a 

number of final causes and perhaps discuss them with your classmates. 

11 It is important to be clear about this definition as responses in examinations often confuse 

Aristotle with Aquinas, whom you will study later. The easiest way to avoid the 

confusion is to think about Aristotle’s god as an attractor. Think of the way a saucer of 

milk attracts a cat towards it but does nothing. So Aristotle’s Prime Mover is an attractor 

and not the first domino in a chain. 



12 A belief in this kind of God would mean that he or she is not only uninvolved with their 

creation but can only contemplate themselves as nothing else in the universe is perfect. 

Exam-style question 

To what extent does Aristotle’s understanding of purpose lead to a better 

understanding of reality than Plato’s Forms? 

This question should be answered in the context of the material covered in chapter 1. 

 

It may seem redundant to say make sure you read the question. However, more marks are lost 

every year by questions being misread than almost anything else. One way to avoid this is to 

BUG the question. This means: 

• Box the question – in this case, ‘To what extent…’ do Aristotle and Plato have an 

equally good understanding of reality and, if one is better, then which, and why do you 

believe this? 

• Underline the key words – Aristotle, understanding, purpose, better, Plato, Forms. 

• Glance through the question to make sure you have not missed anything. 

The question has now been read at least three times and any response should be focused 

directly on it and not a pre-prepared response.  

An introduction could look like: 

As Aristotle based his views on a particular interpretation of empirical evidence rather than 

postulating a more ‘real’ dimension of which this world is a mere shadow, it appeals more to 

common sense. However, the extent to which this view on purpose is a better understanding 

of reality also needs to be compared with Plato’s views helping propose a better explanation 

of abstract beliefs such as beauty, wisdom or truth.  

In the body of the essay, it would be important to consider: 

• Plato views this shadow world as intrinsically impermanent as everything changes – as 

Heraclitus says: you cannot step into the same river twice. 

• Briefly assess the analogy of the cave and its success or otherwise in justifying the 

existence of a realm of Forms. 

• Does this understanding of reality really explain the existence of justice, truth or beauty? 

If it does, to what extent does it explain reality better than Aristotle’s views on purpose? 

• What exactly does Aristotle mean by evidence of ‘purpose’ in the universe and is it 

justifiable to say that everything that exists has a purpose?  

• If it is justifiable, then to what extent is it a better way of explaining reality than Plato’s 

Forms? If it is not justifiable, then what is it about Forms that means that they explain 

reality better? 



Conclusion 

The conclusion should come out of the evidence you have already demonstrated you find 

most convincing and clearly be a response to the actual question. Examiners need to see that 

your conclusion comes from the material you have selected and not be something that you are 

asserting rather than concluding.  

However, it is also possible to say that, having looked at the evidence on both sides, such as 

X or Y, neither approach shows evidence of having a better understanding of reality 

because…  



2 Soul, mind and body  

1   

a Dualism is the belief that we are made up of two different elements, body and soul. 

b Substance dualism suggests that human beings are made of two wholly different 

substances. 

c Materialism is the view that we are made of one substance which is entirely material. 

2 It is obvious to everyone that human bodies are made up of many parts and that they will 

all eventually cease to function and ‘fall apart’. Plato’s belief in the realm of Forms 

allows him to argue that we have a soul because we remember knowledge from the realm 

of the Forms, this soul is simple and therefore incorruptible; from this, Plato says the soul 

is eternal and returns to the realm of the Forms when the ‘corruptible’ body dies. 

3 Aristotle believed that the soul was the animating principle of the body. This also means 

that when the body dies, so does the soul – there is no realm of the Forms for it to go to. 

On the face of it, as the realm of the Forms is speculative, this seems like a more 

reasonable position to hold. There is no empirical evidence for any part of us surviving 

death. In a purely practical sense, Aristotle’s view is more coherent. However, 2000 years 

of Christianity and other world religions point to humanity’s belief in an afterlife – on the 

face of it, with no more empirical evidence than Plato. 

Keep in mind that there is just one text where Aristotle speculates that ‘reason’ (logos) 

might survive death.  

4 Descartes was searching for knowledge which could not be question or doubted. He was 

looking for the foundation on which he could build his knowledge. He recognised that, 

for a number of reasons, his senses could not be trusted. Refraction can make you see a 

stick placed in water bend, though we ‘know’ it does not. Dreams seem real at the time 

but are not. To this end, he looked for knowledge that he thought he could be sure about, 

which, at the most basic level, brought him to the idea that ‘I think, therefore I am’.  

5 Descartes believed that the body and soul were both substances but wholly separate. This 

was a response to the perennial question of how we can survive the inevitability of death. 

This led to the accusation from some philosophers that we are like a machine controlled 

by a ghost. One of the many problems with this is that there is no answer to the question: 

How does the soul control the body? This substance which Descartes considered to be the 

soul was, he thought, possibly located in the pineal gland. We now know that this gland 

has a different purpose and are left with the question: If humans have a soul, where is it? 

6 Ryle says: 

Both idealism and materialism are answers to an improper question. The ‘reduction’ of 

the material world to mental processes and states, as well as the ‘reduction’ of mental 

states and processes to physical states and processes, presupposes the legitimacy of the 

disjunction ‘Either there exist minds or there exist bodies (but not both).’ It would be like 



saying, ‘Either she bought a left hand and right hand glove or she bought a pair of gloves 

(but not both).’ 

An easy way to remember this is his own example: Most famously, Ryle used the idea of 

a tourist who went to Oxford or Cambridge to see the sights. Then, having been shown 

round the colleges in one of these cities, he asks, ‘Where is the university?’ 

7 One response to this might be to examine how Aquinas combines Aristotle and medieval 

Christian theology by suggesting ‘the soul is the first principle of life in living things’. By 

this, he means that animate things have some kind of soul which distinguishes them from 

inanimate things. The soul, for Aquinas, is incorporeal and in need of a body to exist. 

Hence we can move from the Greek views on body–soul distinction to the idea of bodily 

resurrection. 

Any attempt to suggest that the soul is not physical leaves unanswered the question of 

how a spiritual substance can react with a physical one. 

8 This question is open to a number of approaches and will depend on which scholars you 

choose to assess. The key thing, especially in the examination, is to be clear about which 

scholars you are assessing and what would count as ‘convincing’. As long as you stay 

within the parameters of the question, examiners must judge your evaluation on your 

definition of the issues. So if you choose to assess Dawkins, then stick to his views and 

critiques of his opinions. As the question is set, you only have to discuss why the views 

are convincing. 

9 As this question requires a discussion, responses could come down on either side of the 

argument, or both. An answer might suggest that metaphors are needed for us to even talk 

about souls as there is nothing we can point at. Those who then believe in the 

supernatural can speak about the post-mortem survival of the soul either as a ghost or in a 

heavenly state, with again no evidence of what either might consist of.  

Alternatively, answers may take a Christian or Buddhist (for example) approach and 

develop religious arguments for the reality of a soul using philosophical positions used 

over thousands of years of discussion. It is important to realise that there is no right or 

wrong answer to this question; examiners will be assessing the extent to which the 

response is coherent and evaluative.  

10 Responses could examine any sceptic; however, Susan Blackmore is one of the most 

easily accessed and she takes a consistently scientific approach. Again, it might be 

possible to say that a scientific approach is the more coherent one as there is no definitive 

scientific evidence for life after death or the existence of a soul. Answers might also 

explore the evidence Blackmore chooses to critique and question whether there is other 

evidence which may carry more weight. 

Answers might question whether thousands of years of religious research and alleged 

experience could be all folly. Again, though, you would have to examine how this 

evidence could be justified or ignored.  



It is also important to keep in mind that the question asks ‘To what extent…’ and the 

response could be, to a certain extent, followed by the reasons you believe this or that 

evidence weighs in favour of the sceptic’s position. 

Exam-style question 

To what extent have scholars successfully argued for the soul having a spiritual 

substance? 

This question should be answered in the context of the material covered in chapter 2. 

 

Introduction 

Human beings have argued for millennia over both whether or not we have a soul and if we 

do, what it is. In ancient philosophy, Plato believed in dualism and Aristotle believed the soul 

was the animating form of the body. This is important to humanity as we know our bodies 

will die and disintegrate, so without a soul of some sort death is the end for everyone. 

Body of essay 

• Evaluate Plato’s proposal that the soul is a substance which existed prior to life and can 

transfer to another body or go back to the realm of the Forms after death. Assess the 

strengths and weaknesses of his proposal that humans have knowledge from their time in 

the realm of the Forms and education is about remembering that knowledge. Even if true, 

which is questionable, does it prove the existence of a ‘spiritual substance’? 

• Assess Plato’s analogy of the charioteer and the two horses. What would count as 

evidence for this idea? How strong is Plato’s argument and how do experiences such as 

an internal dialogue of conflicting views support the idea of the black and white horse? 

• It is possible to evaluate the above proposals using Aristotle’s idea that the soul is merely 

the form of the body and ceases to exist at the same time as the body dies, woven into the 

assessment of Plato’s views, or Aristotle could be assessed as a new proposal separate 

from Plato. It would be possible to assess the extent to which his analogy of the axe or 

the eye works better as an explanation of the soul than Plato’s views. 

• Probably the most famous ‘substance dualist’ is Descartes and it would be useful to 

evaluate Meditation 1 and the Cartesian assertion through radical doubt that asserts the 

unreliability of our senses when seeking knowledge. Does Meditation 2 and the 

realisation that one cannot doubt one’s own existence lead to a good argument for a non-

spatial soul?  

• Alternatively, it is possible to use a more modern analysis interwoven above or standing 

on its own. It would be possible, for example, to examine the following: 

o Modern analysis of the brain has led some scholars such as Dawkins to have a 

materialistic view of the body–soul identity problem. 

o Ryle puts forward some good criticisms through the idea of the soul being a category 

error. 



o Cartesian views run into trouble as soon as we question how a separate, eternal soul 

interacts with a body – how strong is the argument around the pineal gland as the seat 

of the soul? 

Conclusion 

These are only a few possible responses to the question and the success of any conclusion 

will depend on your selection of material and assessment of scholars and their arguments. 

 

  



3 Arguments for the existence of God  

based on observation 

1 A priori arguments are based on knowledge that is prior to experience. Classically, if you 

are told a man is a bachelor then you know he is unmarried without further investigation. 

A posteriori knowledge, on the other hand, comes after experience. For example, X is 

taller than Y needs to be checked against reality. 

2 In terms of strengths and weaknesses, these types of knowledge/arguments would be 

more or less useful depending on the types of issues being explored. Anselm, for 

example, makes good use of the a priori argument in his attempt to see if his faith is 

rational. At its foundation, the syllogism depends on the acceptance of his definition of 

God being excepted without the need for experience.  

Aquinas, on the other hand, depends on experience to make most of his arguments work. 

The cosmological and teleological arguments depend on those taking part having 

experience of the world from which to look backwards for an explanation.  

In either case, the conclusion you might come to depends entirely on what you allow as 

evidence and, as with many things in philosophy, there is no ‘right’ answer. Again, 

examiners will be looking at your analysis and how you support it. 

3 A fallacy is a reasoning which contains false moves. Russell makes the accusation that 

the cosmological argument contains a fallacy of composition as it assumes that something 

that is true of part of a system is true of the whole system. Russell, in his debate with 

Copleston, said: 

I can illustrate what seems to be your fallacy. Every man who exists has a mother, and it 

seems to me your argument is that therefore the human race must have a mother, but 

obviously the human race hasn’t a mother… 

4  

a An iPhone, tablet or any complex item which might be dropped on a moor.  

b Whatever item you chose, your argument should point to the unlikely chance that this 

object could have come about by chance. Then compare it with the odds that 

something as complex as the universe we live in could have happened by chance. 

5 Hume makes the point that Paley’s example is intrinsically wrong as the universe and 

objects within it are not mechanical. It would be fairer to compare the universe to 

something which is complex yet evolved. There are plenty of examples in nature of things 

which have evolved from simpler objects to more complex. He uses a cabbage as an 

example. Others suggest that simple light sensitive cells have evolved into a variety of 

very different kinds of eyes. 

6 It is important to keep in mind that Hume was dead before Paley’s Natural Theology was 

published. However, he did set out two versions of the teleological argument to criticise. 



The first suggests that the idea needs a God who is perfect but an anthropomorphised 

God. The reality of design in the world is that it is far from perfect, which would suggest 

that the designer is incompetent and not perfect. 

The second is that there is no evidence which allows the design argument to suggest that 

there is only one creator. Hume asks why we cannot conclude that a ream of lesser gods 

created the universe. 

The extent to which it can be argued that Hume successfully undermines the teleological 

argument depends on whether or not the scholars you use accept that the universe is 

capable, in all its complexity, of being explained without some sort of divinity being 

involved. While his arguments are compelling, do they do more than raise questions? He 

does not seem to address the huge complexity of the universe philosophers are trying to 

comprehend. 

7 Clearly, you can choose any of the cosmological arguments of Aquinas to assess which is 

the most successful. The aim of this question is to demonstrate to an examiner the 

strength of support for your choice. If, for example, you choose an argument from 

contingency, you would need to show why it is better than an argument from motion. It is 

also important to show which scholars support or disagree with your view.  

8 Mundane, in this context, means earthly and those, such as John Hick, who suggest there 

is an epistemic distance between earth/humanity and the heavenly realms would certainly 

say that arguments from observation jump too readily from what we know to what we 

cannot. 

Others may argue that God has left many clues in the mundane to help us overcome this 

epistemic distance. Once again, the importance of this question is to demonstrate your 

ability to assemble arguments which will support your view. There is no clear answer on 

either side and it is the weight of your analysis and conclusions which will be judged.  

9 You might choose from a number of attempts at this argument, such as William Lane 

Craig’s version of the Kalam argument: 

• Everything which begins to exist has a cause for its existence. 

• The universe began to exist. 

• Therefore, the universe has a cause for its existence. 

Craig makes use, among other things, of modern attempts to explain the nature of the 

universe through its thermodynamic properties, which point to an expansion which 

supports the second premise. 

Whichever argument you choose, note the question is only asking for an explanation and 

not an evaluation. 

10 There are many modern attempts to answer the question of whether or not the universe 

might have come about by chance and you need only examine one to see if it is ‘likely’ or 

not. For example, those who believe that our universe is just one of many and that ours is 

just a lucky chance. 



Others would argue that the chance of our place in this ‘random’ universe being exactly 

what humanity needs to flourish is enormous. They would use what is referred to as the 

Goldilocks principle.  

Again, after your research, you should write some sort of conclusion and explain why you 

have come to this conclusion. Remember, it is perfectly valid to conclude that at our 

present time we lack the necessary evidence to come to a successful conclusion. 

11 Among the many approaches to this question you might examine the arguments that the 

conclusions of evolutionists are limited by our understanding of science. Some scholars, 

for example, have suggested that at the molecular level there exist organic machines 

which have not evolved but without which cells cannot function. 

Others might argue, against the God of the Gaps theory, that just because we have not yet 

found a scientific explanation for all of our questions it does not mean that we will not. 

Those who use God as an explanation find their God getting smaller each time a scientific 

explanation is found. Hence, using God to fill in the gaps is unreliable.  

Exam-style question 

‘The teleological argument is the most successful argument for the existence of God.’ 

Discuss.  

This question should be answered in the context of the material covered in chapter 3. 

 

There are several ways of answering this question and to keep the focus on evaluation it is 

probably better to explore either Aquinas or Paley and not waste words explaining both. 

Introduction 

While Aquinas, building on Aristotle’s idea of purpose (telos), demonstrates a possible 

argument for the existence of God, Paley has a more scientific approach, which I find 

convincing. He argues, with some success, that there is evidence of regularity and purpose, 

which points to a divine creation. 

Body of essay 

• Assess the extent to which notable events such as the seasons of the year, the arrival of 

comets or the different effects of the moon on the planet… Was Hume right to suggest 

that order could be just something we presently experience despite the nature of the 

universe really being ‘chaos’? Does the time that has gone on since his writings make the 

argument less likely? To what extent might the cosmological or ontological arguments be 

more successful in providing the existence of God? 

• Are we seeing ‘purpose’ or interpreting the effects of natural selection, which could be 

random, as having been directed by a divine mind? Assess the strengths and weaknesses 

of arguments like these by scholars such as Darwin, Dawkins, Behe or Paley himself.  



• Some scholars propose that Paley’s analogy of the watch leads us to the factually 

necessary proposition that God exists, but others such as Anselm argued that God’s 

existence was a logically necessary proposition. What are the strengths and weaknesses 

of these views? 

• One approach would be to assess the effect of Hume’s suggestions against the 

teleological argument, keeping in mind that he was writing before Paley and not 

critiquing him. Does evidence of purpose point to a God or a committee of creators or an 

infant creator who has gone on to more interesting things? If he is right, would a Prime 

Mover be a better argument for the existence of God? 

Above are some possible approaches. 

Possible conclusion 

While Paley would seem to have proposed an argument that has many strengths, others have 

equally good approaches. What may be concluded is not that God exists but that they have all 

given us a wider vocabulary with which to explore his existence. 

  



4 Arguments based on reason 

1 To an extent, Anselm had left himself open to Gaunilo in his first version of the 

argument. However, this was not true of his second, stronger argument, where he says: 

• Either God exists or he does not exist. 

• If God exists, God’s existence must be necessary. 

• If God does not exist, then his existence is logically impossible. 

• God is not a logically impossible thing. 

• Therefore, God’s existence is necessary. 

• Therefore, God exists. 

This is clearly a much stronger argument as it does not have the weakness of the idea of a 

perfect island. It has its own internal weaknesses though as it depends on the reader 

accepting each of the premises as valid. 

2 The fool is necessary in the setting up of the syllogism as Anselm needs him to both 

recognise the meaning of the word God and also fail to believe in his existence. Anselm is 

saying that these two beliefs cannot be held together as they are unstable. The atheist is 

being inconsistent. 

3 It is important to keep in mind that Kant’s critique was aimed at Descartes’ version of the 

argument when assessing his success. Kant argues that existence is different from other 

‘predicates’ as it does not add anything to a description. There are plenty of discussions 

on both sides of this issue. While it may be true that ‘existence’ adds nothing to the 

description of many things, we are capable of discussing whether or not something exists. 

There are also issues around ‘kinds’ of existence. Fictional characters such as Jean-Luc 

Picard exist in my mind but not in reality. God’s existence is clearly up for discussion. 

4 The idea of this kind of argument is to suggest that it would be absurd to accept the 

opposite of a proposed statement. In terms of the statement, one seeks to propose a 

contention by deriving an absurdity from its denial, thus arguing that a thesis must be 

accepted because its rejection would be impossible to support.  

5 Tautologies are self-evident truths, such as ‘All blue things are blue’ and ‘All wet things 

are wet’. If one accepts Anselm’s argument that existence is included in the meaning of 

the word God, it is like saying ‘An existing God exists’. 

6 On first reading Gaunilo’s island argument, it seems reasonable to suggest that Anselm is 

doing something similar in describing God into existence. However, what seems like a 

strength on the surface has several flaws. Firstly, how can you describe a perfect island? 

What is perfect for me may not be perfect for someone who likes to party. This leads to 

Anselm’s biggest criticism – an island is contingent, while God is necessary. Unlike the 

island, God needs nothing else for his/her existence. 



7 This question is suggesting that it is important to be clear about the strengths and 

weaknesses of syllogistic logic. A simple version might go: 

• All fire engines are red. 

• This is a fire engine. 

• Therefore, it is red. 

Two premises which lead to a valid conclusion. Note that a valid conclusion is not 

necessarily true. Anyone who has worked in the army would know that their fire engines 

are green, so it is a valid argument but not a true one.  

So if we want to undermine the ontological argument, we cannot attack it on its validity 

but we can ask if all the premises are true. We could, for example, ask if everyone is 

indeed happy with the description in the first premise or a later one. The logic is 

unhelpful if any of the premises are not true. 

8 Here we come back to what Anselm is actually attempting – namely, is he right to think 

that his faith is reasonable? The Proslogion was written as a prayer; he was using logic to 

see if what he already believed could be justified. As beliefs about God are by definition 

‘beliefs’ and not ‘facts’ based on any empirical evidence, it is very difficult to see what, if 

anything, would count as evidence in support of this argument, which might make it 

successful. 

9 An easy place to start here would be to look at human existence. No one is responsible for 

their own existence. We all have parents, who have parents, who have parents… 

In an evolutionary sense, we can go back past our human heritage to the kinds of being 

we evolved from over the millennia. All of this means that we are ‘contingent’ beings. 

We are even dependent on stars exploding millions of years ago, having produced iron 

and carbon in their cores, for the carbon-based life we have and the iron in our blood. 

A being whose existence is necessary, on the other hand, by definition, needs nothing else 

to bring its existence about. Anselm is exploring the reasonableness of a faith which 

might prove God’s existence through a definition of God.  

10 In his fifth meditation, Descartes argues that the existence of God is a self-evident axiom. 

In that sense, it is not really a proof. Descartes is suggesting that God’s existence is 

inferred from the alleged ‘fact’ that if one has a clear and distinct concept of a supremely 

perfect being, then necessary existence is contained within it. 

Exam-style question 

‘The existence of the God of classical theism is a logical necessity.’ Discuss. 

This question should be answered in the context of the material covered in chapter 4. 

 

This is the kind of question that is good practice for evaluation skills but very unlikely to 

come up in an examination. It should be immediately obvious that attempts to prove the 



existence of God were mostly focused on a divine creator and not necessarily the complex 

God described as the God of classical theism. 

Introduction  

The existence of a God believed to be omnipotent, omniscient and benevolent is very difficult 

to prove. However, there have been some interesting attempts, starting with assessing 

whether or not it is possible to see evidence of a divinity of any kind in the universe.  

Body of essay 

• Explain and assess the meaning and usefulness of ‘logical necessity’ as a concept. 

Anselm, in asking if his faith was reasonable, attempted to prove the existence of God 

through an understanding of words alone. To put it another way, if anyone accepted his 

definition of God, then it was logically necessary to accept his existence. In essence, the 

existence of God is a tautology. Since the word ‘God’ includes existence for Anselm, 

then scholars do not need to look beyond language to prove his existence. Does this go 

against all common sense rather than philosophy? 

• Alternatively, it is possible to explore whether or not any other aspects of the God of 

classical theism are logically necessary in terms of the way the universe works. It is 

perhaps arguable that there are more logical conclusions possible through observance of 

the universe against the idea of the God of classical theism. For example, evidence of 

random malfunctions could count against omnipotence and benevolence. Earth has had a 

number of extinction-level events since its formation and one could happen at any time. 

For example, there is a huge amount of lava under Yellowstone Park – does the fact it 

has not erupted count for the existence of God or is a disaster waiting to happen? There 

are many views from many scholars which could be used in this exploration. Michael 

Ruse, for example, has difficulties with the problem of evil but finds Dawkins’ 

conclusions equally difficult. 

• Finally, if the existence of God is not a logical necessity, are there any scholars who have 

stronger arguments for the existence of God – possibly, for example, those who count 

religious experiences as proof? Assess to what extent they are better or worse than 

attempts from Anselm and Descartes, or others you would prefer to select.  

Conclusion  

While it may be arguable that some sort of divine creator might be necessary to explain the 

existence of humanity and the universe, there are no logical reasons to believe that one can 

extrapolate to the God of classical theism. 

  



5 Religious experience 

1 There are many different kinds of religious experience; however, they all suggest that 

human beings have alleged experiences of the divine or the wholly other; the idea that 

they have been touched by God in either a personal or a corporate fashion. 

2   

a The experience in this case is out of the control of the experiencer. They are ‘passive’ 

in the sense that they have no control over the experience, suggesting that they cannot 

influence what is happening to them and therefore could not have brought it about. 

Possibly supporting the idea that it has a divine origin. 

b The person having the experience is unable to explain what has happened to them. 

Human language is inadequate in the face of such experiences. 

c This word suggests the believer is receiving knowledge/awareness of the divine which 

is not available in any other means. They can be described as a direct revelation from 

God. 

d Time is experienced in a different way; a brief time can be experienced in a way 

which makes the experience seem longer. Though the results of these experiences can 

be both long-lasting and life-changing. 

3 While Saul of Tarsus was persecuting Christians, he and his companions were on the road 

to Damascus when a blinding light made him fall off his horse and lose his sight. He 

heard a voice asking, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?’ St Paul came to 

understand that Jesus was talking to him and he was sent into Damascus where his 

blindness was cured and he became, arguably, the greatest missionary of the early 

Church. The temporary physical effects combined with a voice of the divine and the 

internal drive towards missionary work made St Paul believe he had had a religious 

experience, which transformed the direction of his life. 

4 One arguable strength of personal religious experiences is in the effects it can be seen to 

have on the person who has the experience. They can then testify to what life was like 

before and after the experience. Many say they are living more positive and happier lives. 

However, the main weakness is that they have no evidence to demonstrate their 

experience and others would need to trust them in order to believe what they say. An 

atheist is unlikely to accept testimony as evidence for the existence of God.  

5 There are a number of different valid approaches to this question. For example: 

One example of a mystic is the anchoress known as Julian of Norwich. She is believed to 

have had 16 visions, which included a vision of Christ bleeding in front of her. This 

insight is believed to have led her to sharing her views that Jesus does not judge but loves, 

in fact loves as a mother might. As indicated above, the extent to which her experiences 

can be seen as signs of God’s love will depend on the views of those who read her 

writings or the writings of those who were affected by her in one way or another. She 



clearly had a positive effect on those who sought her counsel and others have been helped 

for centuries by her writings. To many, these would be signs of God’s action in the world 

through her. It sounds simplistic but some may say she was simply delusional. However, 

the quantity and quality of evidence of the effects of this mystic’s influence on the world 

are hard to reject. 

Another example would be the conversion of St Paul. This is an interesting one as he was 

already a believer in Judaism and thus accepted the existence of a monotheistic God. It is 

still, however, possible to see a complete change in the direction of his life, even to the 

point of being willing to sacrifice himself to bring the message of Christianity throughout 

a hostile world. It is, again, possible to explore the extent to which St Paul is a good 

example of conversion and support for the existence of God. He clearly had a radical 

change in direction from a persecutor of Christianity to a fierce proponent of both 

Christianity and the existence of God.  

In both cases, your response should include the reasons why scholars might count 

mystical or conversion experiences as evidence for the existence of God or just nonsense. 

Always remember that a good response might be that there is not, at the moment, 

sufficient evidence to come to a conclusion on either side. 

6 On one level, this question seems to be about numbers – does the fact that corporate 

religious experiences allegedly affect groups of people make them more reliable than 

individual experiences? However, nothing is ever that simple. Many would point to the 

effects of group or mass delusions. Many scholars can point to different ways groups of 

people may be influenced by charismatic rhetoric, by peer pressure or many others things. 

Cults which have been led by their leaders to commit suicide are clearly not evidence of 

God’s action in the world and one can only conclude that their religious experiences are 

delusional. A good essay would evaluate the evidence for and against accepting different 

kinds of corporate or individual experience as evidence for the existence of God. Often 

these evaluations will need to look at the results – do people crawling around laughing 

and barking in Toronto count as good evidence of God’s action in the world, or do the 

spiritual results of visions in places like Fatima demonstrate more valuable evidence? 

The same applies to individual experiences. How do the experiences of Julian of 

Norwich, for example, stand up against the results of some corporate experiences? If it is 

arguable that her experience and writings are more reliable than group experiences, why 

would you say this and what is your evidence for your conclusions? 

7 Any response needs to begin with a description of Freud’s view on religious experience. 

However, if a critique can be weaved in at the same time, an essay will achieve higher 

grades. Famously, Freud believed that religious belief was an obsessional neurosis 

brought about as a result of childhood experiences. As a materialist, he believed that 

human experiences were physiological or psychological. Arguably, this is a limited view 

of human nature which can be challenged on many levels.  

To assess Freud’s views, it is important to examine his conclusions in light of the 

evidence. Despite examining just a small group of women, Freud came to some quite 



dramatic and arguably unfounded conclusions. Using the Oedipus and Electra complexes, 

he suggested that guilt from our childhood brought about the need for a forgiving father 

figure and hence religious belief. 

Arguably, there are many better explanations for religious belief, as he jumps to a barely 

justifiable theory without substantial evidence. It might be said that there is much, if not 

more, evidence that spiritual or religious experience leads to a healthy mental state – at 

least as much evidence of the divine as there is for the Oedipal or Electra complexes. 

8 If this response was approached from a materialist point of view, then the God helmet 

might be a good start – the idea of neurological processes in the brain being the cause of 

experiences which lead one to believe in a divine or other worldly presence. The evidence 

can of course be used either way and an evaluative essay should explore all sides before 

any conclusion is drawn. 

Alternatively, it might be profitable to explore the effects of chemicals or diet on the 

brain. An excess of alcohol for a prolonged period of time can cause a vitamin B 

deficiency, which can lead to delirium tremens, which causes the drinker to hallucinate. 

The diet of St Francis Xavier, for example, arguably caused a vitamin B deficiency 

which, combined with hours spent in meditation, might have resulted in the visions which 

he believed came from God. 

An evaluation of the extent to which it can be argued that alleged religious experiences 

can be merely physiological will depend on which evidence a scholar thinks counts the 

most. In exam essays in this area, it is worth keeping in mind that examiners are not 

looking for right or wrong answers; they will be assessing the extent to which any 

response has come to a justifiable conclusion from the evidence which has been 

presented. 

Exam-style question 

To what extent are all religious experiences no more than illusions caused by chemical 

imbalances? 

This question should be answered in the context of the material covered in chapter 5. 

 

Introduction  

At its root, this question is about whether or not materialists are correct when they say that we 

are no more than complex organic machines or whether we have a spiritual dimension open 

to being affected by experiences of God. 

Body of essay 

• Give a quick analysis of different scholars’ views on religious experience, attempting an 

analysis of their strengths and weaknesses and not just an explanation. For example, to 

what extent can it be argued that public religious experiences are really just group 

hallucinations and that private ones are brought on by chemical imbalances? 



• Explore an example such as St Francis Xavier, who while travelling his missionary 

journeys ate a diet believed to be deficient in vitamin B. This is the same deficiency 

which causes some alcoholics to hallucinate and ‘see’ things. It is possible, therefore, 

that when he had visions they were caused by the deficiency but they were religious in 

their nature because believing in God had become part of who he was.  

• A response to this could be to assess whether or not the above is a too materialistic view 

of a human being. What might count as proof that human beings are more than organic 

machines possibly capable of having experiences of the holy other? Some similarities in 

reported religious experiences described by William James and others could also be 

examined as alternatives to the more materialistic views of a person. 

• It would also be possible to assess the judgement which says that people such as Saul of 

Tarsus or Nick Cruz can be considered delusional when their entire lives have been 

significantly turned around by their ‘religious experience’. What right do atheist scholars 

have to reduce our intellectual activity to chemical and electrical reactions in our brains? 

Conclusion 

There seems to be strong evidence on both sides of this debate and, while the strongest 

effects of religious experiences are felt by the individual or individuals involved, it comes 

down to the extent that this evidence can be believed. Weighing up what you consider to be 

the strongest evidence and the best scholarly views, you can come to your own ‘justified’ 

conclusions. 

There are many other scholars’ views which could be examined here and different 

experiences which could be considered. What is given above is just one approach and should 

not be considered in any way a model answer. 

  



6 The problem of evil 

1 The attributes of God are at the centre of the inconsistent triangle. It is an attempt to 

reconcile these beliefs, which brings about the inconsistent triangle and challenges the 

God of classical theism. Scholars ask how a divine being who is omniscient, omnipotent 

and omnibenevolent can allow evil to exist. If one of these attributes was not part of the 

God of classical theism, then there would be no problem. If God was not omniscient, then 

he would not know about human suffering; if he was not omnipotent, he would not be 

able to stop it; and if he was not all loving, he arguably would not care. Given Christians 

want to hold all these things of their God, they have to find a way of resolving the 

questions raised by the inconsistent triangle. 

2 Manichaeism taught that the world consisted of a struggle between a substance of light 

and a substance of darkness. Augustine, at that time, believed that the human soul was in 

part light trapped in darkness. Christ, then, came to free human light from the darkness. 

Manichean and gnostic views on matter being from the darkness and therefore evil led 

Augustine to suggest that God created ex nihilo and only good things. This meant that 

evil and suffering were privations and not created themselves. So blindness was not 

created and was in fact a privation of sight.  

So, for Augustine, God only created what was good. All suffering was brought about by a 

privation of that good. 

3 This question is asking for an evaluation of Irenaeus’ view that human beings are not 

created perfect and that life throws hurdles at us, and the process of overcoming those 

hurdles brings us closer to the likeness of God. Some scholars do argue, therefore, that we 

are clearly not perfect and this ‘vale of soul-making’ is a God-given part of creation 

which helps humanity to become perfect.  

However, the extent to which this process actually works can be significantly challenged 

and many scholars question what sort of God would make people suffer in order to make 

them grow towards perfection. This is particularly true of those who find the challenges 

too much to face and crumple rather than grow. It can be argued, for example, that only a 

cruel God would allow a world where people have to watch loved ones die horribly of 

diseases such as cancer, or where a child is stabbed in a street fight. Physical and moral 

evil would often seem to have the opposite effect, bringing about a ‘vale of soul 

destruction’. 

4 Many scholars remain unconvinced by logical arguments attempting to justify evil 

existing in a world allegedly created by a loving, all-powerful and all-knowing God. 

Throughout history, human beings have done terrible things to each other and nature has 

done terrible things as well. The question to assess is: Does all this prove there is no such 

thing as a loving God? 

One approach to resolving this is Leibniz’s suggestion that we may in fact be living in the 

best of all possible worlds. We do not have God’s perspective on the universe and any 



alternative may be worse than this one. Why, for example, years ago, would I have taken 

my daughter to the doctor knowing that he was going to make her ill? So ill in fact that I 

was awake most of the night through her ‘suffering’. One perspective on this would say 

the doctor and I were evil people adding to the suffering in the world. Looked at another 

way, the inoculation she was given stopped her suffering from serious illnesses in a much 

more severe way.  

In a similar way, Leibniz is suggesting we do in fact live in the best of all possible worlds 

and, if we could see things from a loving God’s perspective, we would understand that 

the evil we perceive as terrible is in fact a necessary lesser evil.  

5 To go back to the analogy of light and darkness: Light can be accepted as a thing in itself, 

whereas darkness is better described as a lack, or privation, of light and not therefore a 

thing in itself. If this can be said of good and evil then it is possible, as Augustine wanted, 

to assert that the God of classical theism not only exists but is in no way responsible for 

the evil we perceive.  

Some scholars might say that this argument is invalid as our experience of evil is not 

always of something missing; we often experience suffering as something very real. If, 

for example, I bang my head getting in or out of my car, the pain does not feel like an 

absence – it feels like something very real. We do not experience that kind of pain as a 

lack but would still say it was suffering. Anyone telling a person suffering from toothache 

that it is not real is not going to be believed. 

At best, then, the privation argument has limited success in justifying the existence of 

suffering in a world created by a loving God. 

6 Hick is being careful here to recognise that, while his theodicy gives a general response to 

the problem of evil, it may fail when presented with the sheer quantity of suffering 

experienced throughout our world.  

Taking this statement on board might suggest an evaluation of theodicy which 

demonstrates a need to reach across several different approaches to reach any resolution. 

Hick’s approach may, for example, be more effective if used in conjunction with 

Leibniz’s idea that we are living in the best of all possible worlds. 

7 Here Hick is saying that between God and man there is a knowledge/understanding 

distance, which means that God must always remain a mystery; we cannot bridge that gap 

and therefore we must have faith. It also means that humans have an autonomy which 

gives us free will. In a similar way, Immanuel Kant believed that proofs for the existence 

of God would be counterproductive as they would reduce our sense of free will. In a 

similar way to a student who behaves differently when teachers are around, s/he is free to 

do right or wrong but that freedom is influenced by the presence of a teacher. 

8 Phillips, who in my view takes a fairly common-sense approach to questions of evil, has 

little time for ‘utility’ theodicy. In other words, he disliked the idea that evil and suffering 

might be instrumental in bringing about good or at least better people. A good example of 

his problem would be Swinburne’s argument that Jews who suffered in the Holocaust had 

lived ‘useful’ lives.  



At its root, then, the idea of a soul-making theodicy is deeply flawed for Phillips. It wants 

to say that a future good can justify a present evil. However, he sensibly says that great 

evil does not stop being evil. 

9 This description of evil is a significant challenge to any theodicy as it is the word used for 

evil which has no purpose. There are many examples of this, any of which can be used as 

a critique of any particular theodicy.  

10 This is one of the many questions in philosophy to which there are no right answers. 

Students are expected to select information from their learning and evaluate it in a way 

that they demonstrate an understanding of both sides and show reasons for their 

conclusion. A conclusion may of course be that, having considered many of the available 

views, it is impossible to come to a conclusion because… 

Alternatively, it might be argued that there is a distinction to be made between natural and 

moral evil and that the ‘free will’ defence is a better response to moral evil than natural 

evil. Again, the extent to which this is true will depend on the evidence which is found 

most convincing and any conclusion needs to be justified.  

If, on the other hand, a response demonstrates a justification for Leibniz’s theories, then it 

might be argued that natural evil is justified to a greater extent. 

Keep in mind that all responses have to consider the extent to which these arguments 

justify a monotheistic God. 

Exam-style question 

Critically assess the view that natural evil is much harder to defend against than moral 

evil. 

This question should be answered in the context of the material covered in chapter 6. 

 

Introduction  

To an extent, moral evil exists through human choice, and the belief that God gives us free 

will, so that we can love him, in a sense gives God an ‘out’ in terms of responsibility. 

Augustine makes this point and, while open to the accusation of being too simplistic, it has 

carried some weight throughout centuries of scholarly challenge. Natural evil, on the other 

hand, seems to be part of the way the universe was created.  

Body of essay 

• The challenge from natural evil would seem, therefore, to be harder to meet. This is 

mainly because it appears to be built into the nature of the universe. If the universe is not 

a random event showing signs of order rather than chaos, then a creator would seem to 

be involved – a creator who is either incompetent or wants humanity to suffer. 

• It can be asked what sort of loving God allows cot deaths, tsunamis, earthquakes or killer 

viruses, to name just a few? It might be argued that this assumes that it would have been 



possible to have created a better universe than this one. Leibniz, for example, proposed 

the possibility that we might in fact be living in the best of all possible worlds. 

• Looked at from one perspective, taking a child to a doctor knowing the doctor will make 

him or her ill would seem to be a wicked thing to do. However, if the illness is caused by 

a vaccination, then it is seen as actually a good thing compared to the alternative.  

• Assess the strengths and weaknesses of this kind of argument that suggests that Leibniz 

may have been right to propose that we are living in the best world possible. This 

assumes that we have a loving God who, while wanting the best for us, has a perspective, 

like a parent taking a child for a vaccination, which is superior to ours. 

• Another approach might be to explore the positions put forward by scholars such as Hick 

or Irenaeus that God does exist and is loving but needs suffering to help human beings 

made in his image to grow into his likeness. How successful are other scholars in 

critiquing these propositions? 

Conclusion 

Attempts to reconcile the existence of evil with the existence of a loving creator could be said 

to have only limited success. Leibniz, for example, had a strong if a little patronising and 

mysterious suggestion – it only works if one accepts a God who has a superior view of 

creation which we cannot access. The Irenaean theodicies are open to criticisms focused 

around the sheer quantity of evil perceived to exist. 

  



7 The nature or attributes of God 

1  

a All powerful. If this is truly an attribute of God, then there should be nothing, 

logically possible, that he is not able to do. He cannot square a circle but he should be 

able to create a universe in balance where his creation thrives in a happy environment. 

b All loving. This would suggest a God who has perfect love for his creation and would 

not allow any part of that creation to suffer. 

c All knowing. This attribute suggests there is nothing in the universe that God does not 

know about. This raises questions about the extent he might be held responsible for 

everything that happens. 

d There a several different ways of defining this word. The two most significant are that 

God is outside of the space–time continuum, watching the time in which we live from 

the outside. The second being that God exists alongside the time that his creation 

exists within. 

2 Much of the previous chapter deals with the issues of holding all these at the same time in 

a universe with so much suffering. However, if scholars take away any of these beliefs, 

then most issues around the existence of a divine being are resolved. 

If, for example, God, like the universe, is in a process of moving towards completion and 

not yet completed, then the idea of a finite rather than infinite God resolves many of the 

issues surrounding the God of classical theism. 

If it is possible to deny any of God’s alleged attributes, then the problem of evil as such 

goes away. If God is not omnipotent, then the existence of evil is not a problem as he 

could not do anything about it. 

However, if it is important, as Christians believe, for God to have all these attributes, then 

there would seem to be no way to resolve the inherent conflicts created by holding all 

these attributes to be true at the same time.  

3  

• To define God as being in an eternity which is outside of time and who experiences 

time as: 

the simultaneous possession of boundless life which is made clearer by comparison 

with temporal things… 

meaning that everything from God’s perspective exists in the present moment. 

• To argue for two kinds of necessity, one simple and the other conditional. By simple, 

he means the natural laws which govern the universe. By conditional, he means 

necessities brought about by the free choices made by human beings. 



• That the nature of events brought about by human actions means they are, in 

themselves, free. Specifically, that God does not influence the free choices humans 

make. The difference between simple and conditional necessity is brought about by 

the addition of the condition. 

• God is therefore justified in rewarding and punishing human beings for their actions. 

4 Boethius is clearly making a significantly good point, questioning how we know things. 

In a simplistic way, if you had tried to study Boethius in year 7, unless you are a genius, 

you would have struggled to make any sense of his arguments. Year 13 students, on the 

other hand, have changed and developed in a way that abstract ideas start to make some 

sort of sense. It should be obvious then that the nature of the ‘knower’ significantly 

affects what can be known. If, as Boethius says, God’s eternity means that he is seeing all 

human history as a moment, then he cannot influence what he knows to be necessary for 

his perspective. So God’s knowledge is not so much foreknowledge as providence. 

5 A close look at the imagined conversation between Boethius and Lady Philosophy shows 

the issue she raises about his use of the word ‘necessity’. Specifically, the issue of what 

God necessarily knows. He then makes the distinction between the type of necessity 

brought about by the laws of nature, such as gravity, photosynthesis or human mortality. 

These simple necessities exist because of the way the universe has been formed/created.  

Conditional necessity, on the other hand, depends on examining the nature of the event 

itself. Here we are dealing with free choice, which even though it is known by God he has 

no influence over the decision or the outcome, these are conditional on the motivation of 

the person acting.  

This distinction allows Boethius to say that God can reward and punish justly. 

6 While the idea that God exists in a timeless way, looking in on our space–time continuum 

from outside, solves the problem of God’s responsibility for suffering, it raises many 

other questions which are unresolved. The God most Christians follow is expected to 

answer our prayers and be concerned intimately with his people, and he taught Christians 

to say the Our Father, a prayer which indicates God is not outside of our time or he would 

be unable to respond to the very prayer he taught to his people. On that front, a timeless 

God fails a coherency test. 

7 Scholars describe the Boethian view as ‘presentism’, seeing all things in the present. By 

contrast, Anselm develops a fourth dimensionalist approach. While humans are seen to 

live in the present, or in a presentist way, Anselm is saying that the past and the future 

exist in the same way as the present exists. We must see time as a dimension in the same 

way as we see width, height and depth. 

Anselm goes further than Boethius. Boethius wrote that God can see our decisions ‘as 

though’ from a lofty peak, whereas Anselm believes he can literally see us in our past, 

present and futures, because of his eternal timelessness. Because God is eternal, he is 

unlimited by either space or time, and therefore God can be in the past, present and future 

all at once. God is not constrained by time and space; he is in control of them. 



8 Be clear if a question like this comes up in an A Level examination that there is no correct 

answer. Students are expected to choose whichever scholar they find most convincing and 

explain why their evaluation has brought them to that conclusion. An example could be 

that, while Boethius focuses directly on justifying a God who is free to judge us as he 

cannot interfere with events in themselves, he fails to satisfactorily explain the 

Incarnation. He also fails to explain the practice in all religions of prayer to their God. In 

fact, the Our Father was taught to all followers of Christ. This may lead to a judgement 

that Anselm, who does not propose a God outside of time, is a more convincing response 

to the issues raised by the inconsistent triad. 

9 It is important that a good God who also wants a loving relationship with his human 

creations gives them free will. Without free will, human beings would be similar to 

robots, with no choice in how to behave. Many scholars have tried to say that God could 

have created human beings who would always choose to do the right thing, but any 

assessment of this view comes up against the fact that love which is not free is not love at 

all. So if believers are to accept that they believe in a good God, then they have to believe 

that he has given them free will. 

Exam-style question 

‘No philosopher has successfully proved that God is good.’ Discuss. 

This question should be answered in the context of the material covered in chapter 7. 

 

Introduction 

While this question asks specifically about one of God’s attributes, it has to be assessed in the 

context of the others as they are intrinsically linked to understanding the God of classical 

theism. A common question, for example, is how is it possible to believe God is good if he 

sees and therefore knows about all the suffering his creation has brought about? Given that 

tomes have been written on this topic, a response in 40 minutes must be limited in nature, so I 

intend to explore two of the more famous attempts to prove that God is good. 

Body of essay 

• One attempt to prove God is good was by Boethius, who proposed that he exists outside 

of the space–time line within which we live. Evaluate what Boethius means by the 

importance of God being eternal. 

• ‘Eternity is the simultaneous possession of boundless life made clearer by comparison 

with temporal things.’ It is important to demonstrate an understanding of what this means 

in terms of our understanding of the nature of God and then evaluate whether or not 

Boethius justifies this belief. 

• Evaluate Boethius’ view on God necessarily knowing a moral event without influencing 

it. 



• Does Boethius answer the accusation that a God outside time cannot be the God of 

classical theism? For example, how can a God existing outside time become incarnate at 

a moment in time? 

• Most attempts to attribute goodness to God come about through discussion of the 

problem of evil. To do this, Aquinas, for example, works backwards from the goodness 

he recognises in mankind to the divine being who created mankind extrapolating his 

goodness. However, Aquinas is clear that God’s goodness is also different in that human 

beings who resist temptation can also be described as good, whereas God is beyond 

temptation. 

• Evaluate the view that most of these attempts to prove God is good are both limited by 

philosophical assumptions that God exists and are subject to a certain amount of 

anthropomorphisation. This can be assessed alongside the question of whether something 

is good because God wills it or God wills it because it is good. 

Conclusion 

While it is impossible to assess all attempts to prove that God is good, it is clear that human 

attempts are limited by both our understanding of the universe and using language which is 

inadequate for the purpose. Ultimately, I propose that there is not enough evidence to 

contradict the statement in the question. Too much hinges on the kind of God described by 

philosophers, which is mostly speculative unless one takes divine revelation literally. 

  



8 Religious language:  

negative, analogical or symbolic 

1 There are many different responses to this question. These are best checked with your 

teacher. Here are just a few: 

a The concept of God is the most abstract of mysteries and as such all language is a 

poor reflection of what is, at best, a belief and not a fact. 

b Whatever language believers use, without empirical evidence to back it up, it is 

arguably meaningless. 

c If, as scholars have suggested, we talk of God in a symbolic way, then we run into the 

problem that symbols change their meaning, and what may reflect a divine being in 

one culture could be describing a different and possibly unpleasant being in another. 

d Trying to use negative theological language to say what God is not in the end has all 

the same limitations as trying to say what God is.  

e As language is learned, we repeat things and we learn, for example, the difference 

between a bus and a train station. If a theological event has happened only once, such 

as resurrection, we have no other words with which to compare it.  

2 It might be said that the cataphatic way apparently allows believers to talk in a positive 

way about their beliefs. They are able to say ‘things’ about their God in such a way they 

‘know’ he is, for example, omnipotent, omniscient and benevolent. This allows believers 

to discuss their beliefs and talk about God in a way that, it may be argued, allows them to 

develop a faith and spirituality. However, an obvious weakness is that the lack of any 

empirical evidence allows sceptics to say that believers have arguably created a 

mythology no more meaningful in the real world than that of Tolkien’s writings about 

Middle Earth. He was, after all, a Roman Catholic who embedded much Augustinian 

theology into his stories. The use of analogy in the via positiva does at least allow 

scholars to discuss God. 

A similar argument can be put forward for the attempt to make religious language 

meaningful through the apophatic way. The via negativa suggests that we can more 

meaningfully attempt to use theological language by saying what God is not. However, it 

is clearly even more difficult to grasp a concept negatively than positively. It could then 

be argued that the mystery of a divine being is even harder to grasp by saying what he or 

she is not and consequently the development of a theology or spirituality is even harder. 

If candidates were asked to evaluate these ways of describing God, it is reasonable to 

conclude that, while each contributes to the debate, neither is satisfactory. Remember, a 

justification of your conclusion is what examiners will expect to see. 

3 Obviously there are innumerable ways of answering this question and I can only suggest 

one. One of my hobbies is photography and it is very difficult to describe the taking of 



digital images by a camera in a via negativa – it is not a container, it is not controlled by 

handles, most are not big, they do not let light in most of the box… I could go on at some 

length here but I am guessing so far that no reader has the slightest idea what a camera is 

from these descriptions and I find it unlikely that I will ever get to one this way. 

4 Once again, scholars are faced with the limitations of language. It is only possible to talk 

about what we know and most attempts in religious language revert to some sort of 

attribution of parts of human nature to God. The general feeling is that God is like us, 

only better, in every way. All powerful is meaningless without a reference to power; all 

knowing again has no meaning if we do not know what power is. If we move away from 

anthropomorphisation and describe God as ephemeral or ineffable, we are by definition 

saying it is impossible to talk about him. That would seem to lead to the conclusion that it 

is impossible to talk about God without anthropomorphising him. 

5 The analogy of attribution at least allows believers to speak rationally about their God and 

describe the kind of being they believe him to be, which is clearly a strength when 

compared with the via negativa. However, a major weakness comes in the extent to which 

God has any given attribute or the way this attribute applies to him. The good baker and 

good bread analogy is useful here, as well as the thought that God’s goodness transcends 

human goodness. If this is believed, then we will find it very difficult to comprehend 

God’s goodness. This leads to the analogy of proper proportion. The main issue, as I have 

said, is that while we know, at least in theory, what it means to be a fully good human 

being, God’s transcendence makes it impossible to have any kind of understanding of the 

proportions involved. 

6 The issues in question 5 are directly relevant to any discussion here. St Irenaeus and John 

Hick believed that human beings were created at an epistemic distance from God. This is 

due to their soul-making theodicy. Everyone lives in a natural world and we understand it 

through our senses and reason. Those who wish to become not just the image but the 

likeness of God interpret the world religiously through a faith response to God.  

If we accept this view of creation and humanity’s understanding of it, then it could be 

argued that this epistemic distance makes it truly impossible to describe God even in 

analogical ways. However, it may also be argued that, over a lifetime of a growing 

awareness of God, analogies themselves become irrelevant. One could look, for example, 

at the description of an experience of God which Aquinas allegedly had towards the end 

of his life which made him want to burn his theology as so much straw. In assessing this 

event, one could explore whether God bridged the epistemic distance for Aquinas and 

whether this confirms that the distance is too huge for analogy alone. 

7 An example of a religious symbol both in language and in art is the phrase ‘Lamb of 

God’. Historically in Judaism, in the time of the Temple, a lamb could be used as a 

sacrifice for a person’s sins. Attaching this symbol to the sacrifice of Jesus opens up 

several levels of understanding which Tillich would propose is not possible through other 

forms of religious language. In the Christian community where this originated, the belief 

expresses so much more than can be said in words. To say that Jesus has become the lamb 



who saves all of mankind from their sins barely scratches the surface of the many levels 

of belief that can be accessed through this symbol. 

8 Tillich proposes that symbolic language is more helpful than other forms of religious 

language because symbols point beyond themselves and participate in what they point 

towards. He contrasts this with a sign which stops at a direction. A red traffic light says 

stop, a green one go or a sign pointing to St John’s Church is simply a direction and does 

not in any way participate in the understanding of the Church.  

If, on the other hand, we see, for instance, a statue of a lamb with a Chi Rho on it, we 

know it points to much more than a young sheep. Tillich suggests that it opens up levels 

of reality which would otherwise be closed to us. The redemption of the human race 

through the will of the Father and the free choice of his Son has many different levels 

beyond the simple statue and Greek letters, including the idea that a symbol participates 

in what it points towards.  

This allows believers to talk about their God symbolically in a much deeper way than any 

other form of religious language. 

9 Hick believes that Tillich’s ideas about symbolic language are inadequate because, in his 

view, Tillich does not fully explain what he means by a symbol participating in that to 

which it points. As above, how does the ‘Lamb of God’ symbol participate in the 

redemption of the human race? Is it no more than a symbol of Jesus as Saviour or does it 

participate somehow in Salvation? Hick’s issue is that Tillich does not attempt to resolve 

this question. 

10 There are many ways of approaching this question, all of which are valid as long as the 

conclusions are justified by the assessment produced on the material selected. For 

example, it could be argued that, given their nature, many symbols are transitory, 

changing from culture to culture and era too era. Famously, the Nazi Swastika, which had 

been a symbol of love in Hinduism, became a symbol of hatred and evil in the Third 

Reich. This aspect of the question points to a great extent of confusion which might be 

brought to religious language by the use of symbols. In fact, changing meanings could 

make symbolic language opaque.  

Another approach going back to Jesus being symbolically represented by a lamb could in 

fact be seen as causing no confusion but instead helping to direct the believer to the 

different levels of understanding and belief. Using the New Testament term ‘Son of Man’ 

does, however, bring about confusion around the way the New Testament writers might 

have been using it and the way it was often used to express different things in first-

century Jerusalem. 

As can be seen, this is one of those questions to which either position can be justified 

depending on what weight any scholar gives to this evidence or that. Alternatively, it can 

be said that there are no simple conclusions to draw from the evidence available. 

  



Exam-style question 

‘Using analogical language is the closest human beings will ever get to describing the 

divine.’ Discuss. 

This question should be answered in the context of the material covered in chapter 8. 

 

Introduction 

There have been many attempts, through religious language, to talk about the divine in a 

meaningful way. This statement recognises that none has been fully successful and asks if 

analogy is better than all others. It is best to begin by being clear about Aquinas’ views on 

these attempts. 

Body of essay 

• Aquinas’ attempts to discuss the nature of God placed him in the cataphatic route, 

believing that we can speak about God in positive terms. Seeking a path between 

equivocal language and univocal language, he proposed analogy as it allowed for a 

partial similarity to the normal use of words. 

• Explain and assess what Aquinas means by analogy of attribution and analogy of proper 

proportion. Try and make up an example of attribution that does not repeat Aquinas’ 

example of the bull’s urine to demonstrate reflection and not just memory. Do the same 

for proper proportion – for example, being such a good singer that someone wins a Brit 

award does not approach the goodness of God. 

• Assess the extent to which analogy really is the closest that human beings will ever get to 

describing the divine. Arguably, analogy is much more helpful than the via negativa as 

one can actually appear to be talking about God rather than the ‘round the houses’ feel of 

saying what he is not. 

• Critically assess the possibility that, given the ineffable nature of God, we can describe 

the divine more usefully by using symbolic language. Describing God incarnate as the 

Lamb of God can symbolically say more about Jesus than pages and pages of 

description. Included in this symbol are ideas of sacrifice, suffering, redemption and 

atonement, to name just a few. Evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of symbolic 

language when compared with analogical language. 

Conclusion 

Again, there is no simple answer or conclusion to this question. Select the scholars you find 

most convincing and explain why you think they have the best responses to this question. For 

example: Aquinas has, arguably, the best approach as we are capable of at least using words 

which get us closer to describing the divine then we ever will through Maimonides’ via 

negativa or Tillich’s symbols, which in the end take us further away from the divine, making 

language more obscure rather than less so. 

  



9 Religious language:  

twentieth-century perspectives 

1 The Vienna Circle (logical positivists) proposed the view that, for a statement to be 

meaningful, it should be a tautology or empirically verifiable. If this was proven to be 

true, then all language which did not fit into these two categories, such as religious 

language, would be meaningless. This challenge then is not about the beliefs as such of 

religious people but about the language they use having no meaning. The verification 

principle, then, does away with the need to argue about theological statements as they 

have no meaning in the first place. 

2 The logical positivists led to A. J. Ayer writing a book called Language, Truth and Logic. 

Here, as with the logical positivists, Ayer stated that only empirical, tautological and 

mathematical statements could be said to have meaning. 

However, Ayer went on to refer to two kinds of verification: strong verification and weak 

verification. Logical positivism did not allow for statements which were verifiable in 

theory but not in practice at the moment. He is basically saying that strong verification 

can easily be seen working when we are dealing with scientific or fact-based knowledge; 

however, if applied too rigidly, it might stop us talking meaningfully about past or future 

knowledge which we would not hold to be meaningless. It is then possible for experience 

to render something probable in the weak sense of verification. This allowed for the 

possibility of religious dialogue not being totally meaningless. 

3 The point and challenge that Flew is trying to make, using the Parable of the Garden, is 

that religious believers will not allow anything to count against their beliefs. Whatever 

tests are set to find empirical proof of a gardener, a believer will find an answer which 

negates the test. Hence, if cameras were set up to capture images of the gardener and they 

fail to do this, the believer immediately moves to say he is invisible. It is this which led 

Flew to say that religious belief dies the death of a thousand qualifications. 

Mitchell’s Parable of the Partisan, on the other hand, hated to support the view that, while 

some views are not falsifiable, they could still be factual. J. K. Rowling creates exactly 

this position with her character Professor Snape – all the evidence that appears before 

Harry Potter is that he is a Death Eater; however, the person he trusts most, Dumbledore, 

believes Snape can be trusted and encourages Harry to trust him too.  

4 I could make a couple of suggestions here but the real point of this exercise is for you to 

attempt to come up with your own examples so that you can internalise the points these 

scholars are trying to make. It is important that you get your teachers to check that your 

examples are making the same point. 

5 How this question is answered depends on what would count as success. If the criteria of 

success were based on the spread of belief in the efficacy of religious language 

throughout any society, then Hare has not been very successful. If success means 

extending the language we have at our disposal for answering religious questions, then it 



might be said that he had limited success. In the context of the symposium, however, he 

has left himself open to the accusation that the lunatic student is also another example of 

religious belief dying the death of a thousand qualifications. 

6 This is another question which is aimed at getting students to come to a view and practise 

justifying their conclusion. It is not the case that any of these arguments is intrinsically 

better than another; like much of philosophical debate, it depends on which scholars an 

individual finds most convincing. I would want to conclude that the falsification debate is 

not the best way to look at what can be communicated through religious language. There 

are other, more successful approaches, such as the Neo-Wittgensteinians, where the 

concept of the death of a thousand qualifications is not at issue. This is a point worth 

keeping in mind as, provided an answer is kept on track – in this case, a critique of Flew, 

Hare, Braithwaite and Mitchell – then material can be used from another scholar to do 

this and the response can still be assessed at the highest level., 

7 In responding to this question, it is important to say that it depends on the language game 

any discussion is taking place within. A group of scientists examining the chemical make-

up of their favourite drinks is certainly playing a cognitivist game. Romantic poets 

writing about their experiences of the Lake District though their poems are playing a non-

cognitivist game. 

8 Most of the discussion of the application of language game theory to religious language 

came from Wittgenstein’s followers and not from his own writings. What language game 

theory allows for are meaningful discussions about religious topics within the game a 

particular group is playing. So when the Council of Nicaea was discussing the 

relationship between God the Father and Jesus, they came up with the term ‘homoousios’, 

a word which affirmed the Father and the Son are of the same substance. This word has 

no meaning outside of this context and would be meaningless to all but those who choose 

to explore this particular theological point. One important thing to keep in mind is that 

religious language games do not prove that God objectively exists, only that within a 

particular language game participants can talk about God meaningfully. 

9 A response to this question depends on what is meant by meaningful. If it simply means 

that those who are playing a game of religious dialogue understand what they are saying 

and are able to conduct a discussion, then religious language is meaningful. If scholars 

want to say that religious language is meaningful throughout discussions in society as a 

whole, then they are less successful. Logical positivists would still be allowed to 

legitimately assert that religious statements are meaningless to them.  

Exam-style question 

Critically assess the view that religious language is meaningless. 

This question should be answered in the context of the material covered in chapter 9. 

 

Introduction 



Many scholars have discussed this issue from different angles and in the time available I want 

to assess the success or otherwise of the logical positivists and the responses of the Neo-

Wittgensteinians.  

Body of essay 

• The obvious place to start is with an assessment of the aims of the Vienna Circle and 

their followers. Assess the validity of proposing that meaning can only be attached to 

statements which are tautologies or empirically verifiable. To what extent is the 

verification principle self-refuting? 

• To what extent does the introduction of strong and weak verification make the arguments 

of the logical positivists more acceptable? Extend the discussion by looking at non-

religious language we might use which is also not capable of empirical verification. Is 

love empirically verifiable? Actions may be open to sense experience but the motivation 

behind them is not empirically verifiable in many cases.  

• Assess the strengths and weaknesses of Ayer’s arguments on what may or may not count 

as meaningful. How have other scholars critiqued his views? 

• Evaluate the introduction of ‘language games’ to the debate on meaning. Does the fact 

that picking up a ball and running with it in rugby is considered a good way to play while 

in football it is against the rules translate into the way we use language?  

• While language games allow for language being both cognitivist and non-cognitivist, 

does this make God-talk meaningful? 

• Critically assess the view that, even if scholars accept that it is possible to talk 

meaningfully about God within a language game, this does not mean that religious 

beliefs have any meaning outside the particular game. Explore the idea that, in today’s 

zeitgeist, unicorns are often spoken of in a meaningful way but this means nothing 

outside particular games. 

Conclusion 

The answer to this question will come down to how you understand meaning in the context of 

religious language. In a literal sense, accepting that there is no empirical evidence for 

religious statements could be seen as proving the Vienna Circle right. However, meaning can 

be attached by the beliefs and practices of individuals; this is closer to Wittgenstein’s view of 

meaning. 

As always, select the scholars’ views you find most convincing and explain why. 


