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Context 

The Department follows the OCR syllabus H573 and we study three units: Philosophy of Religion H573/01, 
Religion & Ethics H573/02 and Developments in Christian Thought H573/03. Engaging with this course will 
enable you to respond critically and engage with a wealth of philosophical, ethical and religious concepts 
whilst also equipping you with analytical skills readily transferable to other subjects. 
 
Wider reading 
Although our focus is on Philosophy of Religion, Ethics and Developments in Christian Thought, the need to 
engage in wider reading and be aware of contemporary moral and world issues is crucial for success in this 
discipline. Developing your knowledge and understanding of some of the current affairs and debates which 
are associated with Religious Studies via the BBC website Religion and Ethics is a great place to start. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/0/  
 
 
In Philosophy of Religion you will study philosophical issues and questions raised by religion and belief, 
including arguments regarding the existence or non-existence of God, the nature and influence of religious 
experience and the problems of evil and suffering. You will also explore philosophical language and 
thought, through significant concepts and the works of key thinkers, illustrated in issues or debates in the 
philosophy of religion. 
 

Religion and Ethics is characterised by the study of ethical language and thought, with exploration of key 
concepts and the works of influential thinkers. Ethical theory will also be applied to issues of importance; 
namely euthanasia, business ethics, and sexual ethics.  
 
Developments in Religious Thought provides you with the opportunity for the systematic study of one 
religious tradition. This will include the exploration of religious beliefs, values, teachings and practices that 
shape religious identity, as well as sources of wisdom and authority. Central to this are the ways in which 
religious traditions have developed over time, looking at religious responses to challenges and significant 
contemporary social issues. 
 

Philosophy of Religion 

“How can I study the philosophy of something that I do not believe in”  
Some of the greatest thinkers, writers and theologians have not believed in the truth of religion or God, 
people such as Nietzsche, for example. Others, such as C.S. Lewis have also had real doubts about the 
goodness of God, but yet have managed to write book after book about Him. 
The fact that you may not believe in the truth of religion or existence of God does not make you any less 
qualified to study this subject, in some ways you may find it easier than someone who has believed in religion 
all their lives.  Those who come at the subject with no “baggage” as it were, who may describe themselves 
as atheist or agnostic may be more willing to probe questions about God, to think about his non-existence, 
whereas those who follow a religion and hold God in the highest esteem may sometimes find it difficult to 
detach themselves from their beliefs and examine a situation objectively.  However, philosophy is a powerful 
tool, and no one can really anticipate the affect that studying this subject will have on them. 
 
“A little philosophy inclineth man’s mind to atheism, but depth in philosophy bringeth men’s minds about to 
religion”  

        (F. Bacon)       
 

What did Francis Bacon mean when he said this? 

http://education.cant.ac.uk/renet/Philosophy/POR/por7.htm
http://education.cant.ac.uk/renet/Philosophy/POR/por7.htm


 
Everyone, no matter where they are in life, whatever they look like, whatever their upbringing, has beliefs.  
However, these beliefs can probably be divided into three levels:  
Surface 
Middle 
Bottom 
The surface beliefs are those which you may encounter from day to day, which you do not really need to 
think hard about as they are not serious enough to merit more than a few seconds of attention.  Try this 
theory.  Answer each of these questions with the first thing that comes into your head: 
I believe that when I go to the Dentist….. 
I believe that unless I give my homework in on time……  
The middle kind of beliefs could be said to consist of beliefs that may need slightly longer to consider, and 
about which you may be more cautious of answering: 
I believe that in ten years time …… 
I believe that I have the courage to …. 
 Lastly there are the deeper or “Ultimate” questions, those which philosophers and scientists have been 
pondering over for centuries: 
I believe that God is …… 
I believe that there is suffering in the world because ….. 
 
The last set of questions are questions that you would not consider every day unless you are studying 
philosophy of religion but they are questions that we should consider, as we will undoubtedly be affected 
by some kind of ultimate questions in our lives. How people respond to the above questions is not important, 
difference is important. The world would be boring if everyone thought exactly the same thing, you would 
never be able to have a discussion. The fact that people have approached this subject from different 
standpoints has made the subject what it is today. 
 

If you want to become a discontented philosopher then this course is for you! 
Read the analogy below to understand something of the journey you are about to embark upon. 

There were once two little pigs.  They had lived all their life in a 
pigsty with tall brick walls, walls too high to see over. They lived a 

contented life; and they were happy lying on their backs in the 
mud, sunbathing, watching a little television, keeping up with the 
latest fashions in designer pig wear and so there was nothing to 
disturb their peaceful existence. Then one day, out of the blue, 
came a bolt of lightning that struck the side of their pig pen and 

opened up a hole that showed them the outside world.  
The first pig ignored the gaping hole.  Why should she bother to go 
outside? She continued to lie in the mud and eat food.   

The second little pig, however, was quite overcome with curiosity and plucking up courage she left the pigsty 
and began to explore.  Her travels took her further and further away from the little pig pen and she saw 
many strange and wonderful things; some delighted her, others confused her; some made her frightened, 
others made her laugh.  
She saw lush green valleys and sparse dry deserts.  
She saw pigs that were fat and jolly and pigs that were sad and starving.  
She saw pigs worshipping a huge golden pig and other pigs fighting.  
She could make no sense of what she saw. 
She became a wanderer in a land she had never known. Yet her fascination soon gave way to a thirst to find 
some kind of meaning in all she had experienced.  She had many questions that needed answering.   
Then one day she met, sitting in a tree, a wise owl. She plucked up the courage to speak to him and said ‘Sir… 
you look old and wise and I have so many questions that need answering can you tell me how to make sense 



of this strange world that I see?’.  The owl was silent for a while, then finally looked at her and replied, ‘My 
dear little Pig, I don’t have the answers to the questions you seek, but you do have a choice.  
You can become a discontented philosopher who explores the world and life on it, seeking answers you may 
never fully find… or you can go back to the pig pen and live your life as a contented little pig.  
The choice my dear is yours.’ 
Our beliefs are influenced by many things; parents, life experience, friends, situation, but all are equally valid, 
and it is only through people formulating their beliefs, voicing them, and then having healthy discussions 
that you can really begin to philosophise, to see things differently, and allow other people’s beliefs and 
concepts to inform your own perspective.  The aim of the course is to transform you into a discontented 
philosopher one who questions, debates and understands the ultimate questions in life. 
Consider and write down some examples of surface, middle and deeper beliefs. Explain this to a family 

member and add their examples too. How different / similar were your held beliefs on the deeper level? 

Religious Ethics 

Ethics is the study of right and wrong or good and bad. One of the things that distinguishes humans from 
other animals is our ability to make moral decisions; humans have a moral dimension.  
 
The term ethics comes from the Greek word ethikos, meaning ‘character’. It is used to describe a 
philosophical activity and is translated as ‘habit’ or ‘custom’. Simply put, it refers to the customary way to 
behave in society. 
The term morality has its origins in the work of the Roman philosopher Cicero, who used the Latin word 
moralis (which he took from the Latin mos meaning custom) to determine which actions are right and which 
are wrong, rather than the character of the person.  
 
Questions and dilemmas challenge us on a personal level all of the time. Ethics, or morality, asks big 
questions.  
How should I behave?   
How must I live?  
Why are some actions right and some actions wrong – who 
decides?  
Is honesty really necessary?  
Does it matter if I can get away with treating others badly?  
Do we have free will? 
Is killing a person ever justified? 
 
You must therefore be prepared to examine your views 
critically and be open to a range of ideas that may be quite 
different to your own and really challenge your convictions. 
 
 

Read through the following scenarios from the great 

philosopher Immanu’el Kant (1724 – 1804).  

1. A shop keeper is scrupulously honest, never overcharging his customers. Does his motive matter? If 
he is only being honest to retain customers, rather than because it is right to be honest, is that morally 
acceptable? 

 
2. A man in need of money is offered a loan, by his friend, providing he promises to repay it by a 

particular date. The man knows that this loan will solve his problems, but also knows that he cannot 
repay it within the stated period. Nevertheless, he promises to do so and receives the loan. Is his 
action morally right 

 

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=UEhC-lluQ5EJTM&tbnid=XUTHgYifHVsOAM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.envisioningconsciousness.com/summary/ethics-based-love&ei=14-0UfW5CcmX0QXE0YG4Bg&bvm=bv.47534661,d.d2k&psig=AFQjCNH7ji08uQ1eVGtNZylY-42j4-nZoA&ust=1370874186527748


3. An innocent man comes to your door, begging you to hide him because a group of ‘gangsters’ is 
hunting him down in order to kill him. You take the man in and hide him. Moments later, the gangsters 
arrive and ask about the whereabouts of the innocent man. What should you do? Tell the truth? 

Consider:- 

 Is there a right or wrong answer to these dilemmas? 

 Will there be different viewpoints?  

 Who decides?  

 In response to each of these scenarios explain the variety of ways in which people could respond. 

 Use the above viewpoints to reach your own personal conclusion. 
 

 

 

 

 

‘The Death of Socrates’ by Jacques Louis David  
‘We are discussing no small matter, but how we ought to live.’  

Socrates in Plato’s Republic 
 

Developments in Christian Thought 

                        
   St Augustine of Hippo  

The Christian philosopher and theologian St. Augustine (354-430) is best known 
for "The Confessions" and "The City of God." After the authors of the New 

Testament, he has probably been the most influential Christian writer. 
 
 
The greatest of the Latin Fathers of the Church, Augustine lived during a period 
in which the Roman Empire was in deep decline and Christianity was taking root 
as the official religion. It was a time of great political stress and widespread 

religious anxiety.  Augustine was born at Tagaste (modern Souk-Ahras, Algeria) on Nov. 13, 354.   
 
 
Conversion to Christianity 
This event is described in the famous "garden scene" in Augustine's Confessions (VII, 12). Upon hearing a 
child's voice repeating the words:  "Take and read." Augustine opened his Scriptures at random and saw 
this passage in St. Paul's Epistle to the Romans (13:13): "Not in rioting and drunkenness, not in chambering 
and impurities, not in contention and envy, but put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ and make not provision for 
the flesh in its concupiscence."  
Augustine then notes, "I had no wish to read further and no need. For in that instant, with the very ending 
of the sentence, it was as though a light of utter confidence shone in all my heart." 
 
From then on Augustine was a confirmed Christian, and he was baptized by Ambrose on Easter 387. In 388 
Augustine returned to Tagaste and established a religious community. Ordained a priest in 391, he founded 
a similar community in Hippo (modern Bone, Algeria), becoming bishop there in 396. Until 430 Augustine 
busied himself with priestly work and wrote theological and philosophical books. On Aug. 28, 430, 
Augustine died, while Hippo was under siege. 

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=socrates+death&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=JEoXHv6JfwGz3M&tbnid=Ec96E5c7vQVA4M:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://students.ou.edu/T/Mitchel.L.Tucker-1/episode_1.html&ei=saq0Uaf_JbPI0AWOtICwCg&psig=AFQjCNEAzxJOw5xElXGtt-fOI-fkEMvvaw&ust=1370881067469156


 
Augustine's Christian philosophy has as one of its main ideas as the idea that God freely created the world 
from nothing (Ex-Nihilo). Augustine disagreed with other views of a world emanating from God through 
necessity. "Creation from nothing" also involves the rejection of the Greek view of world formation, which 
is based upon the model of an artist making a finished product from materials at hand. Such a model 
requires pre-existing and independent material for a divine craftsman to work upon. According to 
Augustine, either such unformed matter must be conceived so abstractly as to be the same as nothing at 
all, or it is something having form and made by the Creator. 
 
According to Genesis, different forms of things appeared at different times, the successive days of creation.  
There are 3 different accounts of creation (Genesis 1-3), Augustine takes Genesis 3 as the foundation of his 
arguments about the fall of mankind and the position human beings are in.  He also uses Genesis 3 to 
describe his own view on Original Sin and his views on sexual relationships. 
 
Augustine’s teaching posits that Original Sin is passed on through sexual intercourse and is the cause of 
Human Selfishness and lack of free will. The result is the lack of stability and corruption in all human 
societies. Only God’s grace, his generous love, can overcome sin and the rebellious will. 

Augustine’s interpretation of Genesis 2-3 The state of perfection before the Fall and Adam and Eve’s 
relationship as ‘friends’ results in lust and selfish desires after the Fall. What impact will Augustine’s views 
have on the development of sexual ethics in the centuries to come?  

Summarise the information about St Augustine in one paragraph. Focus on the Biblical teachings that 
influenced Augustine’s life, his subsequent philosophy and theology. Note the time that Augustine lived 
– do you think that his teachings are still relevant today? 

 


