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61WJEC GCSE Religious Studies Unit 1 Religion and Philosopical Themes

Theme 1: Issues of life  
and death

The big picture
Below is a summary of the key questions for this theme:
l What is the origin of the universe?
l What is the value of human life?
l Why should people look after the environment?
l Do science and religion conf lict?

Key concepts
Evolution is the process by which 
different creatures are believed to have 
developed from earlier less complex 
forms during the history of the earth.

Environmental responsibility is 
the duty upon human beings to 
respect, care for and preserve the 
natural environment. Crucial to 
environmental responsibility is the idea 
of sustainability.

Sanctity of life is the belief that life is 
precious or sacred because humans 
are made in ‘God’s image’. For many 
religious believers, only human life 
holds this special status.

Quality of life is the extent to which life 
is meaningful and pleasurable.

Abortion is when a pregnancy is ended 
by the deliberate removal of the foetus 
from the womb so that it does not 
result in the birth of a child.

Euthanasia (sometimes referred to 
as mercy killing) is the act of killing 
a person, either directly or indirectly, 
because a decision has been reached 
that death would be the best option.

Afterlife is life after death; the belief 
that existence continues after physical 
death.

The soul is the spiritual aspect of a 
being, which some religions believe 
connects a person to God; also often 
seen as non-physical and as living after 
physical death in an afterlife.

l Should we be able to ask someone to help us die?
l Why are funerals important?
l Does the unborn baby have a right to life?
l What happens after we die?

Areas of study

Your study of Issues of life and death is divided into 
three areas:
l The world:

 Beliefs, teachings and attitudes about the 
origin of the universe; religious and non-
religious views about Creation, stewardship and 
environmental responsibility.

l The origin and value of human life:
 Beliefs teachings and attitudes towards the 
origin and sanctity of human life and evolution; 

attitudes towards euthanasia, organ donation 
and abortion; and non-religious views on the 
importance of human and animal life.

l Beliefs about death and the afterlife:
 Beliefs and teachings about life after death; 
diverse attitudes to the afterlife; and religious 
and humanist funeral services.

For all three areas, make sure you know sufficient detail 
from two different religions or religious traditions.

Exam tip

Religious and specialist terms

It is important to use specialist terms 
and terms from the religions you 
have studied in your answers to exam 
questions.

Exam tip

Use of sacred texts

If you can refer to relevant sources of wisdom or sacred texts to 
support your answer, it will help you get high marks. You don’t 
need to remember the exact words or references, but state in 
your own words what they say and how believers interpret them.
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The world
In this area of study you will consider the origin of the universe and the 
relationship between religious and non-religious views of the Creation. 
You will consider beliefs, teachings and attitudes about the universe and 
consider the extent to which religious and non-religious views conf lict. 
You will study the work of religious charities to promote global citizenship.

Religious beliefs, teachings and attitudes 
about the origin of the universe

Christianity and Judaism

There are two stories describing God’s Creation. Both are found in 
Genesis, the first book of the Bible.

The main points of the Creation story are:
l God created the world, for a purpose and it was  

(fundamentally) good.
l God created human and animal life.
l There is a purpose to existence.
l Human beings were expected by God to  

be stewards of the world (have a special  
relationship to God and to the world).

l On the seventh day God rested.

The second Creation story (Genesis 2:4–3:25) teaches:
l Adam was created first.
l Adam was formed from the dust of the earth, and  

the breath of God.
l He was created before the animals.
l He was placed in the Garden of Eden, to live in paradise.
l Eve was created to be his partner.

Different attitudes, same religion

There are different attitudes to the Creation story amongst Christians 
and Jews.
l Some believe that God must have caused any ‘big bang’ that is seen 

as the start of the universe.
l Some believe that there is sufficient evidence to show that life 

evolved gradually over millions of years.
l Some believe the Creation story literally, believing it to be 

historically true. Creationists would believe that the origin of the 
universe happened exactly as described in a sacred text.

l Some believe that the Creation story can be interpreted and, although 
it might contain real meaning, it might not be historically true.

Exam tip

Evaluation questions

In (d) questions in this theme, you must include non-religious views in 
your answer. You will know this as the question will always say: ‘In your 
answer you must refer to religious and non-religious beliefs.’ You will 
be expected to include relevant non-religious beliefs of people such as 
Charles Darwin, Stephen Hawking, Richard Dawkins and Peter Singer 
and also non-religious views and beliefs of those such as humanists. As 
you learn about each, consider their views for the main issues of this unit.

Exam tip

Origins of the universe 
questions

Make sure that your 
answers do not just describe 
the Creation story, but 
explain the different beliefs, 
teachings and attitudes 
about the origins of the 
universe.

The first day

The fourth day

The second
day

The third
day

The fifth
day

The sixth
day
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WJEC GCSE Religious Studies Unit 1 Religion and Philosopical Themes

Religious and non-religious views on the 
creation of the universe
There are many different views on the creation of the universe. Some 
views are held by people who are religious, some by those who are  
non-religious, and others ref lect specific belief traditions. It is important, 
however, to recognise that science and religion seek to answer different 
questions: science asks how things happen and religion asks why.

Islam

There is no Creation story in the Qur’an although there are many teachings about the role of Allah as 
Creator and sustainer of all life.

The main teachings about the Creation: 
l Allah made the world and everything in it.
l Allah created the heavens and earth over six long periods.
l Adam was made out of clay and had life breathed into him.
l A wife was made for Adam.
l Humans were given the role of khalifahs to be responsible for looking after the world and treating it 

with respect.
l On the day of judgement all Muslims will be called to account for how they have looked after Allah’s 

Creation.

Different attitudes, same religion

Many Muslims are creationists, as they believe the words of the Qur’an must be taken literally as they 
were revealed from Allah. Others may accept some aspects of evolution, but do not accept the idea of 
human evolution as the Qur’an refers to the creation of Adam.

Activity

Different attitudes, same religion

For many of the issues that you are studying, there are different 
opinions between members of the same religion. Your exam questions 
might ask you to explain why this is.

Look at the reasons below. Select three reasons and write a 
paragraph for each, including evidence and specialist language from 
the two religions you are studying.
l Some people believe in literalist reading of sacred texts.
l The importance is having faith. God will lead people to know what to 

believe.
l Some people take an interpretive approach to sacred texts.
l In some religious traditions sacred texts have different stories and 

teachings, for example, more than one Creation story.
l Beliefs are not static. Often people’s beliefs and attitudes will 

change with life’s experiences.
l Translations from different languages have resulted in differences 

of interpretation.
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Evolution and the Big Bang theory

There has been much scientific research to try to explain how the world 
originated. Two theories that many religious and non-religious people 
believe are those of evolution and the Big Bang.

Evolution The Big Bang theory

Charles Darwin’s research showed 
how creatures have evolved over a 
period of time. He referred to the 
different characteristics as random or 
‘blind’ evolution.

The study of the universe is 
known as cosmology.

He also believed creatures develop 
characteristics that allow them to 
survive and breed.

In 1965, cosmologists produced 
evidence to argue that the 
universe did have an origin 
about 15 billion years ago.

This became known as the ‘survival of 
the fittest’ and was a natural process 
known as ‘natural selection’.

Stephen Hawking’s research 
showed the universe began 
from a ‘singularity’ – a tiny 
point that then expanded.

The biologist Richard Dawkins agrees 
that evolution is the best explanation 
of the origin of the universe.

From this expansion came the 
formation of stars and planets.

The universe is continuing to 
expand but can be traced back to 
the initial event – the Big Bang.

Key concept

Evolution is 
the process by 
which different 
creatures are 
believed to have 
developed from 
earlier less 
complex forms 
during the history 
of the earth.

Activity

Views on the creation of the universe

There are many different views on the creation of the universe. Look back at pages 64 to 66 and then look 
at the arguments below. Choose four arguments that you would include in a d-style question that asks 
about the origin of the universe. Remember, you need to include a range of viewpoints in your answer.
l There are many different views held by religious believers even in the same religious tradition.
l Darwin’s research shows that creatures have evolved over time and were not all created at the same 

time.
l Many Christians argue for an interpretation of scriptures – not to be taken literally.
l Hawking’s research shows that the origin of the universe began with a Big Bang.
l Hawking argues that the Big Bang and evolution do not require any belief in a Creator god.
l Sacred texts are to be taken literally. In the Qur’an and the Torah there are references to God as the 

Creator and that there was an instant Creation, not over time.
l Someone or something must have created the Big Bang, which could be a divine force.
l How can all the different religions have different Creation stories?
l Buddhists, Hindus and Sikhs believe the world has been formed, destroyed and reformed many times 

and so this can complement the Big Bang theory.

Now plan your answer adding knowledge and information to each of the viewpoints you have chosen. You 
need to include five of the following specialist or religious terms:
l literal 
l non-literal
l evolution
l Big Bang 
l Creator

l creationists 
l sacred texts 
l cosmologists 
l Christian
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WJEC GCSE Religious Studies Unit 1 Religion and Philosopical Themes

Religious and non-religious views about 
environmental responsibility, sustainability 
and global citizenship

Environmental responsibility and sustainability is important in both 
religious and non-religious beliefs. All consider it important to use 
natural resources and plan for conservation so that there is sufficient for 
all life to live in the best possible way. There are many different religious 
and non-religious charities which work to promote global citizenship.

Key concept

Environmental 
responsibility 
is the duty upon 
human beings 
to respect, care 
for and preserve 
the natural 
environment. 
Crucial to 
environmental 
responsibility 
is the idea of 
sustainability.

Beliefs, teachings and attitudes
There are many different beliefs, attitudes and teachings about 
environmental responsibility.

Christianity

Humans should:
l live in partnership with God and Creation
l exercise responsibility given by God to look after the world 

(stewardship) (Genesis 1:28)
l preserve and conserve the resources of the world and the 

environment
l give thanks to God for His provision
l actively support charities such as Christian Aid which

 works to create the UN 17 goals to end poverty and promote 
sustainable development

 organises long term projects to support health programmes
 supports education programmes
 find raises to support long term development projects

Humanism

l Humanists believe that 
everyone has a moral duty 
to care for the earth.

l Caring for the 
environment is based 
on reason rather than a 
belief in a supreme being 
or God.

l Humanists for a Better 
World (H4BW) creates 
networks to campaign 
on issues such as global 
justice, climate change 
and the environment.

l Note that humanism is not 
a religion.

Judaism

Humans should:
l complete gemilut hasadim, which is making acts of loving-kindness without expecting anything in return
l be responsible global citizens by using the earth’s resources carefully
l plant trees for future generations (as explained in the traditional story of Honi)
l look after the created world, just as God gave them responsibility to do: stewardship is a gift and a duty
l give thanks as they care for the world; the festival Tu B’Shevat is a reminder that humans must live 

sustainable lives and is commemorated by planting trees
l avoid waste and use resources responsibly and carefully (bal tashchit)
l avoid exploiting animals, even though they have dominion over nature; maimonides taught that 

animals must be respected as part of God’s Creation
l repair the world (tikkun olam) through performing mitzvoth (people should enjoy the world and its 

resources, but also ensure steps are taken to renew them for future generations).

Islam

Humans should:
l exercise their Allah-given responsibility to be khalifahs (guardians) of 

the world; humans should respect and care for the world as the Qur’an 
teaches that Allah is Creator of all and Lord of the worlds (Qur’an 7:54)

l use their skills to preserve the fitrah or balance in the natural world
l avoid waste, respect the earth and be kind to animals, as all is part 

of Allah’s Creation
l care for the world because all humans will be judged by Allah on 

the way they have carried out their duties, so it is not just about 
sustainability and respect.
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Exam tip

Question (c)

In (c) questions, you need to write about two different religions or 
religious traditions. It might be that the two traditions you are studying 
have lots of similarities as well as differences. Mention this in your 
answer.

Activity

Using Venn diagrams

Using Venn diagrams in your 
revision will help you identify the 
differences and similarities in your 
two religions. Look back at the section 
on environmental responsibility, 
sustainability and global citizenship, 
and complete a Venn diagram like the 
one shown here.

Both 
religions Religion 2Religion 1

Activity

Use of command words

In the exam, you will be asked four questions from this unit. Each of the questions will have a different 
demand. Match each of the exam question command words in the table with the correct meaning.

Command Meaning

What is meant by… [2 marks] Evaluation of a view from more than one perspective. 
These perspectives can all be ‘for’ the statement, 
all be ‘against’ the statement or be a mixture of both 
‘for’ and ‘against’, e.g.:

‘The belief in the afterlife is the most important 
one.’ Discuss this statement showing that you have 
considered more than one point of view. (You must 
refer to religion and belief in your answer.)

Describe… [5 marks] Definition of a key term (linked to one of the key 
terms identified for each unit), e.g.:

What is meant by environmental responsibility?

Explain… [8 marks] Demonstrate knowledge and understanding by 
describing a belief, teaching, practice, event etc., e.g.:

Describe Christian teachings about the value of 
human life.

Discuss this statement showing that you 
have considered more than one point 
of view (you must refer to religion and 
belief in your answer). [15 marks]

Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of a topic 
by explaining the statements made with reasoning 
and/or evidence, for example:
l Explain how...
l Explain why…
l Explain the main features of…
l Explain the importance/significance of…

e.g.: Explain why there may be differences in belief 
within a religion about Creation.
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WJEC GCSE Religious Studies Unit 1 Religion and Philosopical Themes

The origin and value  
of human life
In this section you will need to know about the beliefs, teachings and 
attitudes towards the importance of human life and sanctity of life. From 
this study you will be able to understand different religious and non-
religious views on issues such as abortion, euthanasia and speciesism. 
Many areas of this unit are related to your study of ‘the world’ and other 
units in your study of your two religions and Issues of good and evil and 
Issues of human rights.

Consider human life, its value and purpose, and the ways to ensure care 
and support for all life. For many religious believers, all life is special as it 
has been created by God.

Beliefs, teachings and attitudes towards  
the sanctity of human life
Most people accept that human life is special and should be preserved.

Both religious and non-religious views impact on the life and death 
decisions a person makes, such as:
l How important is life?
l What about abortion?
l What about euthanasia?

What a person does with their life and how they interact with the rest of 
humanity is what is important.

Religious beliefs, teachings and attitudes 
towards the sanctity of life

Christianity

l The first book of the Bible (Genesis) teaches that God created 
human and animal life.

l All life is special as it is created by God and should be protected.
l Each life is unique and valuable beyond measure. In the Book of 

Jeremiah, reference is made to God knowing people before they were 
born: ‘Before I formed you in the womb I knew you.’ (Jeremiah 1:5)

l God is interested and involved in each human’s life.
l Only God should take life away.
l Jesus showed in his teachings and practices that all life should be 

valued, for example, in the Parable of the Good Samaritan.

Islam

l All life is special as it is created by Allah and should be protected.
l Each life is unique and valuable beyond measure.
l Every soul has been created by Allah.
l Allah has a plan for each life which was written before each person 

is ‘planted as a seed in your mother’s womb’. 
l No one has the right to take their own life or anyone else’s life.  

In the Qur’an it is forbidden to take a life. (Qur’an 6:151)

Key concept

Sanctity of life 
is the belief that 
life is precious or 
sacred because 
humans are made 
in ‘God’s image’. 
For many religious 
believers, only 
human life holds 
this special status.

Life is special and precious … 
it’s the only one we have. (Humanist)

Life is special and precious … it is 
God-given. (Christian)

The scriptures make it clear that life is 
sacred and from God alone. (Jewish)

I believe Allah created all souls – each 
is unique. (Muslim)

Judaism

l All life is special as it is 
created by God and should 
be protected.

l Each life is unique and 
valuable beyond measure.

l Life is sacred and a gift 
from God.

l Pikuach nefesh shows 
the importance of putting 
aside laws (mitzvot) to 
save life.

l The Torah states: ‘God 
created man in His own 
image.’ (Genesis 1)
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Sanctity of life and quality of life

Key concept

Quality of life is the 
extent to which life 
is meaningful and 
pleasurable.

Quality of life is a consideration by some religious and non-
religious believers when considering attitudes to abortion and 
euthanasia. There are many opinions as to what is meant by life being 
meaningful.

Organ donation in Wales

What is organ 
donation?

Wales has adopted an ‘opt-out’ system of consent to organ donation, so 
after a person’s death their organs will be given to someone who needs a 
transplant unless they have specifically said they don’t want this to happen.

What does the Bible 
teach about organ 

donation?

As with many issues, the Bible makes no direct mention of organ donation. 
Christians consider the actions and teachings of Jesus, e.g. his love for all; 
the importance of eternal life in the teachings of Jesus.

What do Christians 
believe about organ 

donation?

Many religious leaders have spoken in favour of organ donation, e.g. the 
bishops in the Church in Wales referred to it as ‘love in action’. The Pope refers 
to ‘a love that can find expression in the decision to become an organ donor’.

Quality of life or sanctity of life?
On the other hand,
sanctity of life:

• Part of God’s Creation?

• Life shouldn't be taken?

• Religious teachings?

• Even suffering has
   a purpose?

On the one hand,
quality of life:

• People are given free
   will to choose?

• Which is kindest?

• Impact on others?

• Compassion for
   those suffering?

Peter Singer is an atheist who believes that quality of life is more 
important than sanctity of life. To count as a ‘personhood’, he believes 
people must have the ability to think and be able to relate to others. He 
also believes that if there is little quality of life then a person should be 
allowed, under certain conditions, to end their life. He uses the term 
‘speciesism’ to argue that it is wrong to give human beings greater rights 
than other animals, in the same way that it is wrong to give greater rights 
to one group of humans than another. He believes that humans and other 
animals should be treated with equal consideration.

Three relevant issues that are specified for study are abortion, euthanasia 
and organ donation. For each of these there will be a range of views and 
often these views are dependent upon different considerations. For all 
of them, religious believers would consider their belief about God as the 
Creator.
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WJEC GCSE Religious Studies Unit 1 Religion and Philosopical Themes

Abortion

Exam tip

Questions about abortion and euthanasia

When answering questions about religious attitudes to abortion,  
euthanasia and organ donation, most of the attitudes relate to beliefs 
and teachings about the origin of life and sanctity of life. Christians, for 
example, might seek guidance regarding their attitudes to abortion, 
euthanasia and organ donation from their interpretations of passages 
from the Bible.

There are many different views about abortion within and between 
religious and non-religious traditions. Often these views will depend 
upon beliefs about the origin of life and the situation that is involved.

Key concept

Abortion is when 
a pregnancy 
is ended by 
the deliberate 
removal of the 
foetus from the 
womb so that it 
does not result in 
the birth of a child.

The key religious teachings concerning abortion are outlined in the 
following section. It is important to remember that there will be different 
attitudes to abortion by believers of the same religion. Sometimes this is 
because of different conclusions reached. Despite the many different attitudes, 
all religions teach that life is special and should be protected and valued.

Religious and non-religious attitudes  
towards abortion

Christianity

l in the Ten Commandments it says: ‘Thou shalt not 
kill’

l God is the Creator; only He gives and takes away life
l all life is sacred and precious
l Jesus taught about the importance of compassion
l humans are created by God and in the image of God; 

this is taught in the first book of the Bible
l in Jeremiah 1:5 reference is made to God knowing 

the individual ‘before I formed you in the womb’.

Roman Catholic and Orthodox Churches
l They are against abortion under any circumstances.
l They believe that from the moment of conception a 

new and unique life is born.
l The Didache in the second century stated: ‘You shall 

not kill the embryo by abortion.’

Church of England
l Certain situations might allow abortion.
l These situations include if the mother’s life is at risk 

or issues related to quality of life, but don’t include 
social reasons.

Many Evangelical Protestants are against abortion in 
principle but understand it may be acceptable in some 
circumstances.

Islam

Abortion is usually considered as haram 
(forbidden).
l Only Allah can take away life.
l Abortion for economic reasons is 

forbidden in the Qur’an 6.151.
l Some Muslims allow abortion up to 

sixteen weeks depending upon when 
they believe the foetus becomes a 
person.

l The mother’s rights are more important 
than the foetus’ rights up until 120 days 
when it is believed ensoulment (the 
receiving of a soul) takes place. 

l Abortion to save the mother’s life is 
seen by some as acceptable.

l Allah takes a person’s intention (niyyah) 
into account at judgement.
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Judaism

Does not forbid abortion but does not allow it ‘on demand’.
l Only God alone can take a life.
l Many Orthodox Jews disapprove of abortion because of life being 

precious and created by God.
l In the Ten Commandments it says: ‘Thou shalt not kill.’
l Reform Jews and some Orthodox Jews will often accept abortion 

in certain situations such as the mother’s life being at risk (pikuach 
nefesh).

l The Mishnah teaches that the foetus needs care for it will become 
human, but it is not human until it is born.

Humanism

Humanist attitudes towards abortion:
l It would depend upon the situation.
l The rights and wishes of everyone involved should be considered.
l Humanists believe in free choice and have campaigned for legalised 

abortion.
l Generally, they believe that it’s a personal choice.

There are many different views about euthanasia within and between 
religious and non-religious traditions. Often these views will depend 
upon beliefs about the origin of life and the situation that is involved.

Key concept

Euthanasia 

(sometimes 
referred to as 
mercy killing) 
is the act of 
killing a person, 
either directly or 
indirectly, because 
a decision has 
been reached that 
death would be 
the best option.

As with all issues connected with life and death, there will be different 
views on when it is right for a life to be ended. As there are different 
considerations in every religion, there will be different viewpoints 
between members of that religion.

Activity

Issues to consider

Many issues have to be considered when making life and death 
decisions. Think about the questions below and consider which area of 
the STAIR grid each question should fit into.
l Who has the right to take a life?
l Does God have a plan for everyone?
l What does my conscience tell me is right?
l What is the quality of life?
l What do the patient and relatives want?
l What is the situation, for example is the patient brain-dead?
l What do sources of authority tell me?

Euthanasia 
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Religious and non-religious attitudes  
towards euthanasia

Christianity

There will be many different views expressed. General considerations 
would include the following:
l Life is a gift from God.
l Suffering and death are not the end but a doorway to the next life.
l The Bible has no clear teaching about euthanasia.
l Guidance might be sought from prayer.
l The importance of the doctors’ views.
l The importance of the wishes of the patient, for example, through a 

living will.
l The aim should be to ease suffering, for example, through hospices. 
l God gave life and only He can take it away. 
l In the Ten Commandments it says: ‘Thou shalt not kill.’
l It is wrong for human beings to play God and take away life.

Roman Catholic Church
l Teachings of the Catechism show the importance of respecting all 

life.
l In exceptional circumstances, medical procedures can be withheld.

Exam tip

Use of sacred texts

If you can refer to relevant 
sources of wisdom or 
sacred texts to support your 
answer, it will help you get 
high marks. You don’t need 
to remember the exact 
words or references, but 
state in your own words 
what they say and how 
believers interpret them.

Islam

General considerations:
l Euthanasia is regarded as haram (forbidden). 
l Allah created life and chooses how long each 

person will live.
l Euthanasia is not included in the reasons for 

killing in Islam.
l The Qur’an teaches that God created all life 

and should take all life.
l The importance of the doctors’ views.
l Importance of the wishes of the patient, for 

example, through a living will.
  

Judaism

General considerations:
l Many see euthanasia as murder.
l The importance of pikuach nefesh and the 

saving of life.
l Life is a gift from God, who decides when it 

should end.
l In the Torah and the Ethics of the Fathers 

reference is made to God being the Creator of 
all and the one to take away life.

l The importance of the doctors’ views. 
l The importance of the wishes of the patient, 

for example, through a living will.

Humanism

Humanist attitudes towards euthanasia:
l They uphold the right to life but don’t believe life should be 

prolonged in suffering.
l Many support the Dignity in Dying movement which lobbies for 

choice regarding issues of death and dying. It provides advice to 
anyone thinking about assisted dying.

l Dignity in Dying want people to have access to expert information 
on end-of life options and good quality end-of-life care.

Activity

Making connections

Many of the teachings about 
the origin and sanctity of life 
can be used in other areas 
of your learning.

Look at the index of this 
book and identify four other 
areas of your study where 
you can use the Christian 
teaching of God as Creator.
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Beliefs about death and  
the afterlife
In this section you will need to know about the beliefs, teachings and 
attitudes about life after death. From this study you will be able to 
understand how funerals ref lect religious and non-religious beliefs about 
the existence and nature of an afterlife.

Key concepts

Afterlife is life 
after death; 
the belief that 
existence 
continues after 
physical death.

The soul is the 
spiritual aspect 
of a being, which 
some religions 
believe connects 
a person to God; 
also often seen 
as non-physical 
and as living after 
physical death in 
an afterlife.

Religious beliefs about death and the afterlife

Most religious traditions believe there is some form of life after death, 
which needs to be prepared for during life. All religious traditions have 
some form of rituals or ceremonies surrounding death. Humanists, 
being materialists, do not accept that there is any soul or life after 
death: as physical beings we decompose when we die.

Many religions believe that humans have a soul that is immortal. 
Humanists do not believe in the existence of a soul.

Christianity

l Humans have a soul, which is the spiritual 
part of being.

l There is eternal life after death, which is 
received through faith.

l There is a heaven, and entry into it depends on 
a person’s response to Jesus and to those in 
need on earth.

l There is a hell – the opposite of heaven – 
which is a place of separation from God.

l There is a judgement, which will determine 
the soul’s future.

l There is a resurrection from the dead, as 
spiritual bodies, as referred to in John 11:25–
26: ‘I am the resurrection and the life. The one 
who believes in me will live, even though they 
die; and whoever lives by believing in me will 
never die.’

l In 1 Corinthians 15:42–44, Paul teaches 
that those who believe will be raised from 
death and that their eternal life will be more 
glorious than their physical life.

Roman Catholic Church
l Souls of very good believers go directly to 

heaven.
l Most other believers will go through 

purgatory, a place of cleansing that is between 
heaven and earth.

l Prayers can be said for those in purgatory to 
shorten their stay there, and intercessions can 
be made through indulgences and penances.

Islam

l There is akhirah (life after death) which is 
determined by one’s deeds on earth.

l There is a soul (ruh) which is released straight 
after death.

l There is a heaven (Janna) and a hell 
(Jahannam).

l Entry to heaven is determined by the deeds 
of one’s life as recorded in the book: Qur’an 
54:52: ‘And everything they did is in written 
records.’

l Hell is for those whose good deeds are 
outweighed by bad, Qur’an 46:33: ‘And the evil 
consequences of what they did will appear to 
them.’

l All this will be decided on a day of judgement, 
and only God knows when it will be.
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Judaism

The nature of the afterlife is not frequently considered in Judaism, for 
two main reasons:
l It’s important to live a good life now, in preparation for whatever 

comes after.
l The ways of God are not for humans to understand, so there’s no 

need to try.

General ideas include:
l Jews refer to the afterlife as Olam Ha-Ba, which means the world to 

come.
l There is a soul, a fragment of God in every person, which embodies 

the meaning and purpose of our lives.
l In early Jewish thought the dead were transported to Sheol, a 

shadowy underworld of existence.
l Many Orthodox Jews believe in some sort of resurrection.
l Reform Jews have rejected a belief in the resurrection. Some 

believe that memories of people live on after them; others believe 
the soul lives on, but with different opinions as to where.

l Everyone will be judged and those who led good lives will be close 
to God; others will be purified in hell.

Exam tip

Question (c)

In (c) questions, you need 
to write about two different 
religions or religious 
traditions. It might be 
that the two traditions 
you are studying have lots 
of similarities as well as 
differences. Mention this in 
your answer. You will have to 
select relevant points and be 
able to write your response 
in less than eight minutes.

Activity

(c) questions include at least two key words for each of the religions 
you are referring to. Use the table to make notes of the key words you 
will use to explain beliefs about life after death from two different 
religions.

Religion 1 Religion 2

How funeral rites reflect beliefs about  
the afterlife
You will be expected to refer to key teachings about funeral rites and 
how they express religious belief. 

Christianity

Funeral rite practices Beliefs shown by this practice

Prayers are said for the dying person and 
they can ask God for forgiveness.

Shows the importance of establishing a relationship 
with God through asking forgiveness.

Roman Catholics have the last rites in which 
the priest gives Holy Communion.

Shows the importance of the sacraments and the 
belief in forgiveness of sins through Christ.

In the funeral service the words ‘I am the 
resurrection and the life’ (John 11.25) are 
often read.

Shows that those who believe in Jesus will be 
resurrected to spend eternity with God.

Candles may be lit for a funeral in a church. Shows the belief that Jesus is the ‘light of the world’ 
who guides a passage to heaven.

Some Christians consider it important to be 
buried rather than cremated.

Shows the belief that some Christians hold that, on the 
Day of Judgement, bones of the dead will reform for 
bodily resurrection.
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Islam

Funeral rite practices Beliefs shown by this practice

When close to death, the 
Kalimah (often referred to as the 
Shahadah) is whispered into the 
ears just like it was at birth.

Shows the belief that at death you 
return to the Creator.

A simple white shroud is 
wrapped around the dead body.

Shows the belief that all are 
equal before God in death.

The body is normally buried. Shows the belief that the body 
should remain whole ready 
for resurrection on the Day of 
Judgement.

Site of the grave is often raised 
in a mound, often with no 
gravestones.

Shows that everyone is equal in 
death.

As the body is lowered into the 
grave the following words from 
the Quran 20.55 are often said: 
‘We shall bring you forth once 
more.’

Shows the belief that God will 
one day bring people back to life.

The grave usually faces towards 
Makkah.

Makkah is the holiest city for 
Muslims.

Judaism

Funeral rite practices Beliefs shown by this practice

As a person is dying, the Shema 
prayer is said: ‘Hear, O Israel, the 
Lord is our God, the Lord is one.’

Shows the belief that there is 
only one God, the Creator.

The dead body is wrapped in a 
plain shroud.

Shows that rich and poor are 
alike.

The tallith (prayer shawl) is often 
placed on the body and sometimes 
cut.

Shows the belief held by 
some that the duties in life, 
represented by tallith fringes, 
are now over.

Often mourners will make tears in 
their clothes.

Shows the grief felt by close 
family and friends that can 
never be repaired.

Throughout the next year there 
are different rituals and practices. 
During the 30 days after the 
funeral mourners do not go out for 
pleasure.

Shows the importance of 
showing respect to God and 
helps to keep the memory of 
the dead alive.
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Humanism

Funeral rite practices Beliefs shown by this practice

The funeral can be held in many 
different places.

Shows there is no belief in 
the importance of places of 
worship.

Readings and songs are chosen 
which reflect the interests and life 
of the deceased.

Shows humanists do not believe 
in God or the authority of a 
sacred text.

The life of the person is 
remembered at the funeral but 
there will usually be no mention of 
God or readings of sacred texts.

Shows the belief that this life is 
most important and that there is 
no suggestion of an afterlife in a 
better place.

Activity

Understanding concepts

There are many important concepts in this unit. It is important that you understand what the concepts 
mean and how they are related.

For each of the following pairs, write a sentence showing the connection between the two words.

Word 1 Word 2 Connection between the two words

Afterlife Soul

Evolution Creation

Euthanasia Quality of life

Abortion Sanctity of life
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