Philosophy of Religion Day 01, 4
Philosophy of Religion Day 1:		Introduction to Philosophy of Religion

	Content:
1. Discussion about investigating sensitive topics (5 minutes)
2. Reflection on the concept of God (30 minutes)
3. Introduction to philosophy of religion: views on God’s existence and other questions (10 minutes)
4. Faith and reason (5 minutes)
	Method:
1. Directed discussion
2. Open station exercise
3. Interactive lecture




Instructor’s Introduction: Today’s objective is to get students to reflect on their thoughts about religion, especially the nature of God, and to introduce the branch of philosophy known as philosophy of religion.



Goals and Key Concepts:
1. Students should be able to express what they believe regarding God’s nature.
2. Students should understand what questions are being asked in philosophy of religion and common positions taken on those questions.
3. Students should reflect on how we should methodologically approach questions concerning religion.
4. Key Concepts: God, Theism, Atheism, Agnosticism, Faith, Reason, Classical Theism, Pantheism, New-Age Conceptions



1. Discussion: Investigating Sensitive Topics
Lead a discussion about everyone being respectful when exploring issues about which some students may have strong beliefs. Remind students that philosophers critique arguments rather than attacking people. Refer to the philosophical methods unit at the beginning of the course. Also remind students that in philosophy we explore big, important questions in order to learn and because it can be meaningful, but that no one will be required to reveal their personal beliefs if that makes him or her uncomfortable. Allow students to discuss further ground rules and points of etiquette for this unit.


2. Activity: What is God?
OPEN STATION activity:

Reflection: (10 mins)	Individual thinking/writing
Ask students to think for a few minutes about the concept of God and write down some notes regarding the following questions:

1.  What properties/qualities does the Classical-Theistic (or Judeo-Christian or Abrahamic)* God have?

2.  What other conceptions of God could people have? What qualities would these conceptions of God have? 

* You may want to think about which term you want to use, or you may want to use more than one. The idea is to be clear that we mean the God of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam while not offending anyone’s beliefs.

Stations: (10 mins)	Students float between stations
While students are reflecting (or before class), put up some butcher paper, poster boards, or giant post-it pad pages in a couple of locations.* At one station, students should write down qualities of the Classical-Theistic God. At the other station, students should write down other conceptions of God and qualities for them. The students should be allowed to float back and forth between the stations and be encouraged to discuss with each other ideas that are being put on the paper.

* If your class is large, you can set up multiple stations for each topic.

Share/Class Discussion: (10 mins)	Discussion

Use the ideas written on the papers at the stations as prompts for discussing these topics. The goals include showing the diversity of what people may mean by God; showing that even for those who believe in a Classical-Theistic God it’s difficult to come to a consensus, clear-cut definition of God; but at the same time setting up the lesson on the ontological argument by reviewing some of the most central qualities for the Classical-Theistic conception of God. 

Different conceptions that should be discussed include:
1. Classical Theism: This is the concept of God embraced by the major monotheistic religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. God is the creator of the universe, and thus separate from the universe. God is like a person (man is made in God’s image), but omniscient, omnipotent, and omnibenevolent. God performs acts (miracles).
2. Pantheism: God and nature are one (God is not separate from the universe); God is everywhere. This conception is embraced by some Asian religions and some romantics.
3. New-Age Conception: This is a broad, diffuse category that applies to many who think of God as a personal, spiritual guide. Often, those who believe in a New-Age God distinguish between religion and spirituality.


2. Philosophy of Religion  
Lead an interactive lecture providing a roadmap to the field of philosophy of religion. Ask students what philosophical questions they think are important to ask about religion. Organize issues into an introduction to the module.

Obviously, one goal of philosophy of religion is to clarify what we mean by the term God. Beyond that, traditionally a lot of focus has centered on what reason tells us about the truth or falsity of classical theism, or whether reason is able to settle the question. So perhaps the central question in philosophy of religion is: are there good reasons to believe in the existence of God? There are three main responses:

1. Theism: Yes, there are good reasons for thinking that there exists a supreme being.
2. Atheism: There are good reasons for thinking that no supreme being exists.
3. Agnosticism: Reason cannot establish whether or not a supreme being exists; we can’t know whether God exists.

Following what has traditionally been the focus in philosophy of religion, this unit will center on arguments for and against classical theism. Those arguments can be categorized as follows:

Arguments for Classical Theism
1. A Priori Arguments
a. Ontological Argument: It is contradictory to claim that God does not exist (because of the nature of the concept/definition of God).
2. A Posteriori Arguments
a. Argument from Religious Experience: Our personal experiences of God suggest that God exists.
b. Cosmological Argument: God (conceived of as a necessary being or prime mover unmoved, that is, a first cause) provides the best explanation of why the universe exists.
c. Teleological Argument (or Design Argument or Intelligent Design): The design and order of nature can be best explained by God existing and playing the role of designer.
3. Pragmatic Arguments
a. Pascal’s Wager: The expected value of believing in God is positive and large (infinite, in fact) and so it’s in our prudential interest to believe in God.

Arguments against Classical Theism
1. The Problem of Evil: Why does God allow evil (pain and suffering of innocent beings)?
a. The Logical Problem of Evil: Since God is omnipotent and omnibenevolent, the existence of evil makes God’s existence logically impossible.
b. The Evidential Problem of Evil: The existence of evil makes God’s existence unlikely.

The above arguments directly address whether classical theism is true or false. A related, and very interesting issue, is what roles faith and reason play in addressing this and other questions. Must we insist on having good reasons for believing in God’s existence, or is it acceptable to believe based on faith? That’s another topic that will be addressed in this module.

There are other, more specific questions that are also part of philosophy of religion. For example, what is a miracle, and how do we know when one has occurred? There are also paradoxes of omnipotence, such as can God create a rock so heavy that even he can’t lift it? Your students may come up with more.

3.  Faith and Reason 
Having discussed what questions are central to philosophy of religion—mainly, does the classic-theistic God exist and what standards (of reason) should we require for belief?—now you should briefly address a matter of how the class will explore those questions. Later in this unit, there will be several lessons focusing in-depth on faith and rationality—the debate about whether belief in God ultimately requires reasons. (It’s really a broader debate about what the standards should be for belief in general, and so ties in to epistemology.) This discussion isn’t intended to really address that debate in depth yet. Instead, it’s intended to briefly justify taking a philosophical approach to questions of religion at all, as we obviously will in these lessons. 

You should lead a very brief interactive lecture. Acknowledge that many people feel that religious beliefs are a matter of personal faith only and should not be scrutinized by reason. Indeed, some intellectuals have supported this fideistic approach (arguably, Kierkegaard did, for example). However, being extreme in this direction is problematic. There are good reasons for thinking that all of us have an obligation to analyze our religious beliefs by means of reason, especially in these times when religion is sometimes used to create divisions or for dangerous ends. You can ask the students to consider this example: someone the student knows has joined a radical religious group that considers education the work of the devil and so advocates destroying schools. The student finds this person on the way to school with a bomb. The student likely will want to try to stop him. Supposing the student can’t overpower him and there are no police officers around, the student will likely feel strongly that he or she wants him to convince this other person through the use of arguments that he is mistaken in his beliefs. So that is to say that the student will want the other person to engage in a reasoned examination of religious beliefs. It’s fair to expect the same of ourselves. In the end, you can also assure students that the goal won’t be to try to convince any of them to change their beliefs, but rather to explore how to go about examining beliefs in general.

HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT: Have students imagine their own perfect island. Ask them to write a brief description of what their perfect island would be like and draw a picture or map of it.
