Religious Education Support Service
Section A:  Topic 4.1  Religion as a source of communal values
Outcomes: 

· Outline the relationship between the understanding of the transcendent / God and the concept of the person in two religious traditions

· Give two examples of how these connections determine behavioural norms in religious tradition

Leaving Certificate Religious Education Syllabus, p19

Please note that the following article is background information only on this topic.  It in no way constitutes a sample or exemplary answer on this topic.

The following notes have been partially adapted from ‘The Search for Meaning and Values’ – Eoin G. Cassidy (Veritas, 2004) and also ‘The Search for Meaning and Values’ by P. Goggin and C. Mc Carthy- Dineen
Religion attempts to answer the key questions of life from a particular perspective.  An understanding of God and of God’s relationship with human beings is central to a religious response to the great questions of life.   The search for meaning and values may be understood as a quest that leads us into the realm of the sacred or transcendent.  Religion involves symbols and rituals which enable people to name key moments and events.  It encourages people to gather together to discover the meaning and values by which to live.  Each religion has a particular focus, set of rituals and beliefs; however, most share a belief in God / gods / the transcendent or a divine being.  This belief is central to how each religion responds to the key questions of life.

Many core beliefs about the human person are shared by the major world religions.  In general, religions agree that the concept of the person is to be understood in the context of a relationship with a divine source of meaning.  Most religions realise that humans are social beings and have an ethical aspect to their nature.  Most accept belief in a soul or spiritual substance, and that we have a duty to care for the world and the life contained therein.  Different religions place emphasis on different aspects of that concept of the person.  

In each religion, the concept of God is distinct.  The particular understanding of God and God’s relationship with humanity has resulted in a different understanding of the individual and of what constitutes right living.  

God and the person in Judaism

‘So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them, male and female he created them’ (Genesis 1:27).  In seeking to understand the concept of God in Judaism, we may look at the creation accounts in the Hebrew Scriptures and at Exodus story.  The image from the Creation account above suggests a close relationship between the concept of God and the concept of the person.  The creator God who respects creation is also a just God who creates all equally and creates humanity in the very image and likeness of God.  The equality of people before God recognises the innate dignity of the human person.  This concept of the equality of people is not shared in Hinduism where the person is defined according to their caste.  
There are two accounts of creation in the book of Genesis.  The first account is Genesis 1:1 - Genesis 2:3.  This account tells of the seven days of creation, culminating in the seventh day, on which God rested.  The creation of humanity by God occurs on the sixth day.  God created humanity in the divine image.  Out of all that was created humanity was unique in its likeness to God, the divine creator.  This creation account reminds us that God is powerful.  God created light and order out of chaos and darkness.  

The second account of creation is older than the first one.  It is found in Genesis 2:4 - Genesis 3:24.  This account is not an historical account of creation but an account of God’s relationship with humanity.  It details both the creation of humanity, in which male and female are equal, and the ‘fall’ where humanity becomes estranged from God.  This paradoxical situation of being created and loved by God and also being estranged from God has an influence on the self-understanding of believers.  The God of these creation accounts is outside of creation but is also involved in it.  God was involved in the beginning of creation and continues to be involved in it.  God approved of creation (God saw that it was good). In and through creation there a special and intimate relationship between God and humanity is revealed.  
There is also distance from God.  One strong theme of the Hebrew Scriptures is that nobody has ever seen the face of God. The reason for this may be the belief that humanity is incapable of understanding the wonder of God.  It is also possible that this is related to the initial estrangement (the ‘fall’).   Humanity may not be worthy to see the face of God due to the sinfulness of humanity.  One of the consequences of this concept of God was the prohibition against the worship of images or idols.  Judaism is a monotheistic religion.  Combined with the belief that no one could see the face of God, there is a strict rule about the worship of idols (behavioural norm).  The Hebrew Scriptures are rich in references to this issue.

The powerful, liberating God of the Exodus story also feels pity and hears the cry of the people of Israel who were in exile in Egypt.  God is revealed as a liberating God in the Exodus event. The Exodus became the central event in the Jewish celebration of the Passover.  God was revealed as a faithful God who fulfilled promises and expected the same in return from the Israelites.  The concept and importance of covenant developed and continues to be at the core of Judaism.  It is built on past deeds but is committed to future relationship. From the covenant agreement with Yahweh there emerges a strong adherence to the Law as outlined in the scriptures.  The image of Yahweh as lawgiver results in a deep respect for the Law in every detail.  The concept of God in Judaism is therefore closely linked to the idea of the covenant.  Yahweh called the people of Israel; under the leadership of Moses Yahweh led them out of slavery and into the Promised Land.  As part of the covenant relationship with Yahweh the Jewish people remained faithful to the Law and in their worship they remembered their liberation (behavioural norm).  In their fidelity to the Law, their attitude to the land of Israel and their worship, we can see how the relationship between God and the person in Judaism has affected the daily lives of Jewish people.  Happiness is to be found in living a life that is faithful to the covenant relationship with God.  This faithfulness is expressed in obedience to God’s law as written in the Torah and the Talmud.
The concept of the person is linked to the idea of transcendence.  The monotheistic faiths allow for the possibility of a personal relationship with God.  ‘In the Judaeo-Christian tradition, the experience of a personal relationship with God is etched into the very fabric of the belief system’ (Cassidy, p232).    This relationship comes from membership of a community sustained by the covenant.  Thus the divine-human relationship has a covenant character.  This means that the concept of the person has a strong emphasis on the social identity of the person as a community member.  ‘An obligation to promote social justice at all levels of society is consequently at the heart of the Judaeo-Christian vision of the person; it is an ethos that is increasingly at odds with the individualistic character of contemporary western society’ (Cassidy, p232).  
Psalms, Proverbs, Prophets, Job and other parts of the Hebrew scriptures also tell us about the concept of God and of the person in Judaism.

God and the person in Christianity

The creation accounts in the Book of Genesis are common to both Judaism and Christianity.  In fact, the two religions share a common heritage.  For Christians, the Creator God of Genesis is the same God who is revealed through His Son Jesus in the New Testament.  The creation accounts show that God is the creator of the universe.  Christianity has focused on the activity of creation and the fact that a distinction must be made between God and creation.  In Christianity, God is not equal to creation.  However Christianity advocates a spirituality that holds all that God created in high regard.  (Goggin and Mc Carthy-Dineen, p115).  Creation is understood as good, but no aspect of it, whether person, place or institutions, can be seen as ‘fully’ divine.  The Incarnation of course reveals Jesus Christ as fully human and fully divine. 

In the Christian understanding of creation, humans are given the special task of caring for all creation.  This concept of caretaking / human stewardship has important consequences for our treatment of the earth.  Because human beings have a special and privileged role and relationship with God, we are obliged to care for the earth.  Creation is not ours but is entrusted to us by God.  Although humans are depicted as the high point of God’s creation in the Book of Genesis, we have been given the serious responsibility of caring for the earth and its inhabitants (behavioural norm).   The God in the creation accounts is a God of love who created a world of beauty and placed it in the care of humanity.  The creation of humanity by God and God’s love for humanity means that Christians everywhere should recognise and respect the sacredness of human life (behavioural norm).   The ecological and environmental implications of this concept are many.  If it matters to God how we treat the earth, then we can see how failure to do so could be understood as sinful. 

The creation accounts are important for how we understand ourselves and our place within God’s creation.  God created human beings with the intention that we should be in right relationship with God.  For Christians, this relationship is fundamental.  The Ten Commandments and obedience to God’s law of the Old Testament is transformed into Jesus’ two-fold commandment of love in the New Testament.    Without it, humanity will not reach its true potential.  The intimacy of the divine / human relationship that characterises the self-understanding of Christians has no parallel in Islam.  The idea of a personal relationship with God is something that is not stressed in most other religious traditions.  This personal relationship raises the issue of grace: God’s loving action in the world.  The need for grace impacts upon the concept of the human person.  Both the Old and New Testament covenant relationships are founded on God’s initiative so a theology of grace is central to the Judaeo-Christian tradition.  Islam places no such emphasis on grace.  The new covenant of Christianity emphasises the graced relationship between God and people.  Salvation is bestowed by God in Christ.  We are free to accept that gift of love / grace and respond in the commandment of love.  Happiness is received rather than achieved.  Forgiveness is of immense importance, recognising the frailty of human nature as well as the ennobling vision of humanity that accepts no boundaries to love.  Human freedom and personal responsibility and the transcendence of God are linked yet distinct – the Creator and the creature.  The distinction between the two creates the space for individual freedom.
In Christianity, God is revealed in a unique way through Jesus Christ.  God, who thus far had been invisible, is made visible and known through Jesus.  The life, death and resurrection of Jesus are the foundational events for Christianity.  The belief that God became part of human history in the person of Jesus is known as the doctrine of the Incarnation.  The Incarnation is central to the Christian understanding of God and humanity as we believe that Jesus ‘is the image of the invisible God’ (Colossians 1:15).  

In the Gospel of John -14:9 we read ‘Whoever has seen me has seen the Father.’  Through Jesus, humanity was forgiven and redeemed.  The death and resurrection of Jesus revealed God’s unconditional love for humanity.  The life of Jesus shows the followers of Christ how to live.  Jesus lived and preached of a world where mercy ruled justice, where the despised were loved and where love of God was the centre of one’s life.  Through his life and teaching he called on people to choose peace over violence, to include rather than exclude, and to share rather than hoard (behavioural norm).  All of this he based on the understanding of God as loving, forgiving and involved in the world.  One of the most fundamental implications of this understanding of God for Christians is that in all areas of life they are called to live as Christ did.  The revelation of God in Christ is at the heart of the Church’s mission.  The Church must mediate the ongoing revelation of God through the Holy Spirit to humanity.  The mission of the Church is ‘to reveal the mystery of God, who is the ultimate goal of [the human person]’(‘Gaudium et Spes’ – a document of Vatican II).  
PAGE  
4

