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Note to teachers


Well colleagues, this is – in all probability – my last SQA course-linked book. I’ve been doing this for almost 28 years now, at the rate of one book a year on average. I’ve been out of the classroom for six and a half years now, so don’t have that immediacy of interaction which helps when writing books to match SQA courses, although I do coach swimming and have a squad of 24 swimmers aged from 12–24, so I think I still understand young people! Also, retirement isn’t far off, and – to be honest – it’s time for the next generation to take over with new, fresh eyes and new approaches. However, ‘never say never’!

I would like to thank you all for your support throughout these past 28 years in using my books in schools. My main hope is that they have helped you deliver this crucial subject and helped young people to develop important skills for life.

This book has been written to support the Scottish Qualifications Authority course in Religious, Moral and Philosophical Studies (RMPS) at Higher – and should therefore be of use for National 4 and 5 levels too – ‘Morality and Belief’. It reflects the most recent changes to the course.

I often receive comments about books along the lines of: ‘You should have said more about …’ and ‘There should be more detail on …’. It is important to remember that each of these topics (and each part of each topic) could easily be a book in itself – this could be a single book of around 50,000 pages!

It’s best therefore to consider this book as a ‘starter for ten’. The aim is to open up the topic areas – to give a basic outline of the background to each one and start learners on the journey of reflection, consideration and analysis, and so learning about and from religion and other belief systems. I continually strive to avoid expressing my own opinion on any of these matters – rather presenting facts, views, opinions and beliefs neutrally and allowing learners to reach their own conclusions. What I think, or any other teacher thinks, about each topic is not relevant – our job is to assist learners to make sense of some very difficult issues and reach their own conclusions (bearing in mind also that this is a lifelong process). Inevitably there is a great deal of selection going on in this book, which is unavoidable. Also, in terms of illustrative religious and non-religious responses I have been deliberately selective to keep it all manageable. I have focused on Christianity (and the Church of Scotland and the Roman Catholic Church in particular) and Buddhism (though here I have not separated out Theravada/Mahayana traditions or those of any other branch of Buddhism). For ‘non-religious’ responses, I have used Utilitarianism and Humanism. However, although I have chosen to illustrate each issue with these religious and non-religious responses, you are perfectly free to use any others you think appropriate.

Our job is to help learners develop the skills, attributes and knowledge-base to make sense of an increasingly complex world. Arguably, we are living in an age which is more information-rich than at any time in the past. For my first book – started in 1991 – I made many a visit to university and other libraries. Now the information of the world is at my fingertips on the iPad sitting next to my computer and I have drawn on it, of course. I have, at all times, tried very hard to make sure that the information and views outlined in this book are drawn from authoritative sources and will be happy to put right anything which has gone astray in that respect.

Please also remember to keep up to date with any changes to the course which the SQA puts into place.

NB: The questions and activities in this book are designed to support learning and teaching – so, they may not always reflect SQA question stems and prompts. Use your professional judgement in this matter and ensure that your learners are aware of the kinds of questions SQA can and cannot ask in formal assessment contexts.





Note to learners


Welcome to RMPS – good choice. This book covers one-third of your course (though you’ll only study one section in it!). I have tried to keep it light and to help you learn while enjoying yourself. The book is designed to set you off in your thinking – not to provide ‘an answer’ for everything (or anything for that matter). You will want to research further to fill in the detail wherever possible – though think carefully about what’s out there online – some of it is very helpful and some isn’t. If you can, engage with followers or adherents of the religious and non-religious responses you explore (good luck finding some Utilitarians), but remember to be careful to separate out fact from opinion and evidence from viewpoint in order to reflect critically on what you learn. This book, and this course, is designed to support your learning, so that you can achieve whatever it is in life you want to achieve and make the world a better place. Enjoy the challenge, enjoy the course, and most importantly, enjoy your life.
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1 Morality and belief
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It is the year 3016 and three young people have reached the magical age of 16 years old. In 3016, it is recognised that the world is a better place when everyone does what is right, although it is also recognised that forcing anyone to do what is right is wrong. So, invented by the genius John Burbleblott, a chemical potion has been created which tastes a bit like lentil soup. However, this potion is a one-off drink for life. At 16 you are offered a choice – you can drink a mug of this potion … or not. No one will force you to drink it and no one will judge you for choosing not to drink it. Once you have drunk this potion, its chemicals will go to work on your brain immediately and irreversibly. The potion will affect an area of your brain identified by John Burbleblott and named by him as the ‘Burbleblott spot’. This bit of the brain is where all your decisions about right and wrong are made. The potion will work on this area of your brain and after drinking it you will never be able to think or do anything wrong again – for the rest of your life.

The three young people who must now make the choice about drinking the potion or not are typical young people in 3016. They love their holographic interface, their atmospheric sensory suits and, of course, their neurological media implants – well, what young person wouldn’t? Interestingly, like all young people in 3016, beliefs are central to their life and of the three, one is a Christian, one a Buddhist and one a Humanist. Although much has changed in the world (and in the other planetary systems where people now regularly holiday), Christianity, Buddhism and Humanism remain much as they have done in the past, and so each young person makes decisions about life based on their understanding of Christianity, Buddhism or Humanism. Each has just received a priority neurological communication confirming the date when they must choose to drink the potion … or not.
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Talk Point

What should the young people do?
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What is morality?

At its simplest, morality is about right and wrong. Being a ‘moral person’ would mean living a good life and being an ‘immoral person’ would be the opposite. The difficulty is in deciding what is and is not ‘moral’, and then deciding how to live – and even if it is actually important to live – a moral life. In different times, places and in different cultures today, some people might think of something as perfectly moral and others might think the opposite about the same thing! Some people think that there are things which are ‘morally neutral’, while others might think that these very things are very ‘morally charged’. Some think your morality is determined by the situation and others think it is determined by laws, rules or guidance from divine beings. Some think we are born with a ‘program’ in our brains about what is right and wrong and others think we are born like blank canvases, having to learn what we think is right and wrong by trial and error and by being guided by others in a variety of ways. Morals are sometimes summed up in laws and rules which we follow – and these vary according to where and when we live. Morals may also be summed up in codes and sets of guidance which are based on the beliefs of the communities we are a part of and any belief system we follow.
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What is belief?

Our beliefs are the things we think about life, the universe and everything. Again, some people think we are born with beliefs and others think these are things we pick up and develop throughout our lives. Our beliefs are often very closely linked to our upbringing, and to the culture and time we live in. Some people probably constantly think about and challenge and reassess their beliefs – while others maybe just ‘go with the flow’ a little more. Some beliefs are very strongly held by some people – and for others beliefs are just there in the background. How much belief affects action is a matter of debate. Beliefs may come through experience, through being taught or through membership of communities and groups such as religious and other belief groups.
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Talk Point

How do you make moral decisions? What influences you?
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The link between morality and belief

In some ways the two words ‘morality’ and ‘belief’ can be interchangeable – what you think is right is also what you believe to be right and so morality can equal belief. However, the relationship between them isn’t always simple because sometimes belief comes before morality: I believe X so this makes me choose Y. Sometimes belief comes after morality: I do X therefore I believe (or must believe) Y. This course is based on the idea that morality and belief are closely linked: the topics you will study in this course are going to make you think very carefully about your morality and your beliefs – and about how the two are related. All of the topics in this course can produce very fierce debate and strong emotions. Each topic can also lead to a very different range of views which depend on a very wide range of issues, facts and opinions. There won’t be anything you’re likely to study that will be simple and all the topics will almost certainly come with a dazzling variety of beliefs and moral viewpoints based on … well, that is for the rest of this book.



Making decisions about moral issues

We each probably make decisions about right and wrong many times every day. For example, you’re reading this when you could be doing something else (daydreaming perhaps) – so you have made a choice about studying in RMPS or letting your mind wander away to other things. Many of our moral decisions are pretty straightforward ones and others are very complex. Some of the moral issues in this book are things you might never face – while others might be extremely relevant to you. What you will be learning throughout the course is the very important life skill of being able to make reasonable, thoughtful decisions. This is a skill which will be important throughout your life. You will learn about gathering evidence, weighing up arguments, considering different viewpoints and then putting that all together to make sense of your own response to the topic or issue. This will help you make decisions for learning, life and work. In this course you might cover science, technology, economics and social issues, for example, and you will draw on a range of beliefs and viewpoints to help you make sense of these very complex issues and topics – this won’t be easy, but it will be rewarding.
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Moral responses

For each of the topics you will examine in this course, you are expected to be able to consider them in relation to the following:


	•  religious responses

	•  non-religious responses.



You will be required to understand, explain and evaluate a range of religious and non-religious responses about the topic you choose to explore. Now, this doesn’t mean that you can consider the topics in relation to ‘my granny who follows voodoo’ or ‘my auntie Margaret who doesn’t believe in any religion’. We will be considering authoritative responses from both these positions. These authoritative responses might be from a religion’s sacred scriptures or a non-religious belief group’s agreed position about something. Authoritative responses might also include the teachings of key religious figures, past and present, and statements made by the ‘ruling bodies’ of such religions. For non-religious belief groups, authoritative responses might include the viewpoints of key figures, past and present, and statements from groups and organisations which are nationally or internationally representative of this belief group. Now, there are many varieties of religious belief around the world and there are many different non-religious philosophies, organisations and ‘stances for living’, so to keep this book as manageable as possible, we will be drawing on teachings, beliefs and views, as far as possible, from the following:


Religion: Christianity

Christian moral responses are reached by individual Christians and Christian groups in a variety of ways:


	•  Reading sacred scriptures In this case, the Bible. Christians are likely to read this and then try to work out what it teaches about right and wrong.

	•  Key religious figures In Christianity, the teachings of Jesus are central – and his teachings contain a great deal about moral behaviour and choices. There are other key figures in Christianity whose teachings and views Christians might draw on when considering moral issues: the first disciples, the apostles, saints, and theologians past and present. While scriptures and key figures are important, linking this to modern moral topics is not always straightforward – because many of the moral issues facing us today were not written about in the Bible, or dealt with specifically by any key religious figure.

	•  Prayer Individual Christians may also seek direct guidance from God on moral choices. They will pray and wait for answers and guidance. How they recognise and interpret this will be their choice.



For many Christians, learning from other Christians in denominations and churches is another way to make sense of difficult moral decisions – and in this course we will use two specific Christian denominations when exploring moral issues (although in your course you are free to use any religious response to moral issues).


Religious response: The Church of Scotland

A member of the Church of Scotland might draw on the views of the Church when making moral choices. They may take part in Bible study, listen to sermons and other teachings in their own church and learn from other members of the Church. As an organisation, the Church has a number of ‘councils, committees and departments’ which regularly prepare very detailed documents exploring particular moral issues. These documents are prepared by experts in the field they relate to and by theologians. They link Christian teaching to moral issues and may make recommendations to the Church’s highest body, the General Assembly. The General Assembly meets once a year and is made up of commissioners – members of the Church who hold positions in local churches – such as elders, deacons and ministers. The Assembly debates and discusses the papers presented and may vote to accept them or not. Once passed by the Assembly a paper would be considered to be ‘The Church’s view on …’. However, individual members of the Church of Scotland can still choose to accept this view or not and the Church leaves a great deal of room for individual conscience. This book tries very hard to represent Church of Scotland teachings and views, but it is not in any way officially approved by the Church of Scotland and the issues it deals with change all the time. So, if you are a member of the Church of Scotland, check out the Church’s position with your minister or by contacting 121 George Street, Edinburgh, the Church’s headquarters.



Religious response: The Roman Catholic Church

A member of the Roman Catholic Church may take part in Bible study, listen to the views of individual priests and teachers, and pray and reflect, just like a member of the Church of Scotland. However, in Catholicism there are a number of other ways in which individuals arrive at moral decisions. The Catholic Church has, throughout its history, drawn on the views of a range of theologians – sometimes referred to as ‘Doctors of the Church’ – who have interpreted biblical and Church teaching on various matters. It has also had councils of the highest levels of the Catholic priesthood (cardinals, archbishops and bishops), for example, the Councils of Trent and the first and second Vatican Council: at these councils, many doctrinal issues have been agreed and therefore have become Church teaching. One major source of Catholic teaching we will refer to in this course is the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC). This is a comprehensive document, finally published in 1992, which contains key Catholic teachings on a wide range of issues.

Unlike the Church of Scotland, where the leader is the Moderator, chosen only for a year, the head of the Catholic Church is the Pope – from the moment of selection this is a lifelong role (although, in 2013, unusually, Pope Benedict retired from the role to become ‘Pope emeritus’). The Pope is also the Bishop of Rome and head of the Vatican State. The Pope is viewed as a final authority in matters of Catholic belief and he issues teachings in a variety of ways – for example, Papal Bulls and Encyclicals, which are documents issued by the Vatican that outline Church teaching on specific matters. Of course, things that the Pope says are often reported in the media – but his views are only Church teaching if they are issued in official Papal declarations (ex cathedra) and therefore represent the magisterium of the Church. Of course, Catholics are invited to accept and follow the teachings of the Church, but like other Christians, the role of individual conscience is still important. Catholics believe that the teachings of the Church are not to be thought of just as a set of dry rules or instructions but as something more. A good way to think of it is that Catholics believe that the Church is a mother and a teacher. A mother cares for you, looks out for you and wants to protect you from harm; in that way she also becomes your teacher. So Church teachings are not some list of ‘dos and don’ts’ but loving guidance about how best to live your life. It is important to point out that this book does not have any official seal of approval from the Catholic Church – so if you are a Catholic it would make sense to make sure your RMPS teacher and/or your parish priest supports your understanding of Catholic teaching on these complex issues.




Religion: Buddhism

Buddhists also meditate, reflect and study sacred scriptures in order to make moral choices. They consider the teachings of Buddha and of key figures within Buddhism, past and present. There are Buddhist scriptures too and writings from Buddhism, past and present, which Buddhists may draw on when considering their responses to moral issues. Like the other religions, though, many of the moral issues covered in this course were not around when these scriptures were written – so Buddhists have to try to link the general principles in their scriptures with modern moral issues – which will be easier at some times than others. Like other religions, Buddhism also has a number of denominations and other groups within the religion – Theravada and Mahayana, for example, but also Zen and Pure Land. In this book, Buddhism will be covered as a single religion rather than going into detail about its different versions. This, again, is just to keep things manageable in a book that you won’t need to transport into school in a wheelbarrow. You are more than welcome to explore all the different varieties of Buddhist thought and teaching on each issue and build your own understanding further – and if you are a Buddhist you will probably want to do this anyway.
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Talk Point

Within your class, what role is played by religion when your classmates are making moral decisions? How well or badly does this reflect the place of religion in society as a whole?
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Non-religious response: Humanism

Humanist Society Scotland has referred to itself as a belief group. Humanists make moral choices in a variety of ways. There are no agreed central sources of teaching for Humanists – certainly no ‘scriptures’ of any sort – and there is not any particular agreement on who the key figures in Humanism might be. Humanist organisations like Humanist Society Scotland and Humanists UK (formally the British Humanist Association) do publish materials expressing ‘Humanist views on …’, but individual Humanists are free to accept or reject these views as they see fit. For Humanists, the most likely way to make moral choices is to gather as much evidence as possible and then approach this evidence using reason to reach a conclusion. According to Humanist Society Scotland, Humanists ‘are people who trust science and rational inquiry to help explain the universe around us, and who do not resort to supernatural explanations’. Humanism is therefore a philosophy, an approach and a way of life – but each Humanist can reach their own conclusions about moral issues. Humanists may make use of the views of key figures in Humanism such as Bertrand Russell, Carl Sagan, Richard Dawkins and others – but people do not have the same place in Humanism as key figures generally do in religion.



Non-religious response: Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism is a philosophical perspective. Generally speaking it is based on the principle that any moral choice should result in ‘the greatest good or happiness for the greatest number’. This can also be expressed as ‘the best consequences for the greatest number’. This means that Utilitarians always have to weigh up the benefits and costs linked to each moral choice in relation to who they affect and how they affect them. Utilitarian thinking appears in the writings of two of its founding fathers, Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806–73). Utilitarianism can also be broken down into two types of Utilitarianism: act Utilitarianism, which uses the consequences (real or predicted) of actions to decide what is right or wrong; and rule Utilitarianism, which is a set of rules (or a rule) that are applied to decide what to do in certain situations to maximise happiness for the greatest number.




Moral complexity

Moral issues are often very complex and require a good understanding of the background and linked issues. As an example, let’s consider the environment. To make a moral decision about the environment you would probably need to consider:


	•  a range of scientific claims about the environment and the effect of human activities on the environment

	•  a range of views about the impact of human psychology, behaviour, social structures, politics and economics (to name but a few) on the environment

	•  how far all of these views, opinions and facts and figures agree or disagree about the causes and consequences of human activity for the environment

	•  the key teachings and viewpoints of your religion or belief group and perhaps the key teachings and viewpoints of key figures and representatives of this religion or belief group and how far the group is agreed on its approach to human interaction with the environment

	•  your own understanding of all of this! (Then you can decide whether to recycle your jotters from last year or chuck them in the bin …)



Perhaps the next time anyone suggests that RMPS is easy you might like to mention these five bullet points.

Nevertheless, although moral choices are not easy to make, it is vital that we make them – and that we make them as carefully as possible. All of the issues in this course are complex, sometimes very sensitive and usually very difficult. The consequences of our actions (or inaction) might also be very serious, so it is everyone’s responsibility to make carefully judged moral decisions. This course is not just about passing Higher RMPS (though that’s important) – it’s about helping you to take your place as a member of society who is informed about the big issues and who can have a positive impact on the world. It’s important to understand the world in which we live – but it’s also important to work towards making it a better place for all: your part in that is just as vital as anyone else’s.
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Personal Reflection


	•  How do you make moral choices?

	•  What role does religion or belief play in your life?

	•  Would you take John Burbleblott’s potion?
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Active learning
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Check Your Understanding


	  1  What might be the characteristics of a ‘moral person’?

	  2  Why doesn’t everyone agree about what is and isn’t moral?

	  3  Describe two sources or methods a Christian might use to help make moral decisions.

	  4  For one of these sources or methods, explain one benefit and one drawback of using this to help make moral decisions.

	  5  What differences are there between how a member of the Church of Scotland and a Roman Catholic might make moral decisions?

	  6  Why might the scriptures of religions not be easily applied to moral issues in the twenty-first century?

	  7  In what different ways might people who are not religious make moral decisions?

	  8  What is the difference between act and rule Utilitarianism?

	  9  Why might making moral choices be difficult?

	10  Explain how you decide what is right and wrong.
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Investigate


	  1  Carry out a survey in your class or school to find out how people make decisions about right and wrong. Make sure the answers are treated as confidential. You could ask people about how far their choices in life are guided by religious or other kinds of belief. You could collate and display your findings.

	  2  By this stage in your learning you will have learned a lot about Christianity. You may have learned about Buddhism and Humanism. Carry out your own research into Buddhism and/or Humanism and create a report on one/both of these. You should find out about their history, their key beliefs and views, and how Buddhists and Humanists make decisions about right and wrong.

	  3  Although you will have learned about Christianity throughout RME, you may be less familiar with the Church of Scotland and/or the Roman Catholic Church. Carry out your own research into one of these and create a PowerPoint or other visual presentation about the denomination you have chosen.

	  4  To help you develop your understanding of the religious and belief landscape of Scotland, you should carry out research to produce a poster about religion and beliefs in Scotland. What is the spread of religion and beliefs like in the twenty-first century? How has it changed in recent times? How central is belief in the life of modern Scots?
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Analyse and Evaluate


	  1  What are the key similarities and differences between how the religious and non-religious perspectives in this section reach moral decisions?

	  2  Followers of religions draw on a range of sources when deciding what is right and wrong – often including direct revelation from their divine figure. What should a religious person do if they think their divine figure is telling them to do something which all the teachings of the religion point to as being wrong?

	  3  Discuss each of the following statements in pairs and then in your class consider the responses people give:

	•  The sacred scriptures of religion come from so long ago that they aren’t really very helpful to people trying to make moral choices in the twenty-first century.

	•  Most moral issues are far too complex for anyone to understand and make decisions about – we should leave it to the experts.

	•  No one has the right to suggest what anyone else should believe.

	•  Everyone is responsible for their own moral choices – we can’t blame anyone else.

	•  Even if a key figure or famous person says we should do something, we still need to work it out for ourselves.

	•  Following a religion or a belief system is just an easy way to avoid making decisions for yourself.
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Apply

Having now considered the religious and non-religious perspectives you will explore in this course, in groups, come up with a range of simple moral dilemmas (don’t use anything you might cover in this book), for example, ‘You have accidentally dropped your wee brother’s favourite toy and it has smashed into a thousand pieces’. For each of these moral dilemmas explain what a Christian, Buddhist, Humanist and Utilitarian might advise and what sources they might draw on in giving their advice. You can go into as much detail as you like.
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