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Significant life experience, religious beliefs and faith

In this area of  study students focus on the interplay 
between religious beliefs and significant life 
experiences of  members. 

Students consider the relationship between different 
types of  significant life experience and religious beliefs 
generally. 

They then undertake a detailed study of  one particular 
significant life experience of  a member of  a religious 
tradition or denomination. 

One or more than one religious tradition or 
denomination is studied, with an individual selected 
from each. 
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Significant life experience, religious beliefs and 
faith…

The significant life experience may be a single event at 
a particular time or occur over an extended period, 
and has to be one that informed, reinforced or 
changed the person’s understanding and expression of  
the meaning of  their religious beliefs. 

Students investigate what happens to an individual’s 
adherence to and understanding of  the relevant 
religious beliefs and related expressions as a result of  a 
significant life experience.
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Key knowledge:

the relationship between a range of  significant life experiences and religious 
beliefs for religion in general

a significant life experience of  a member from one or more than one religious 
tradition or denomination

the member’s level of  adherence to, understanding of  and faith in, relevant 
religious beliefs and their engagement with the related expressions prior to the 
experience, during the experience, and after the experience

the influence of  the member’s religious beliefs and related expressions on their 
interpretation of  the significant life experience.



SIGNIFICANT LIFE EXPERIENCES: 

Life changing &/or transformative… May involve a change in commitment, affecting the foundational understandings of  
life. Deal with matters of  life, death, suffering, joy, reasons and purpose for existing, as well as how to live.

Shape the understandings of  our belief  system - strengthening or diminishing an adherent’s our beliefs…

May cause an examination/reflection by individuals of  their beliefs.

Experiences that positively or negatively affect one’s understanding of  life, its meaning and purpose, one’s worldview, self-
image and sense of  identity. 

Paradoxically, negative experiences may strengthen or diminish religious beliefs. Death of  a loved one may lead an 
individual to a greater appreciation of  beliefs in life after death.





FRANCIS OF ASSISI 
(1181/82-1226CE)
• 1202: War between Perugia and Assisi. 

• Francis, who aspired to achieve fame/glory and 

nobility on the battlefield, is captured. Assisi is 

defeated by Perugia. 

• He spends a year in captivity (falls ill) until 

ransomed by his wealthy father → extended period of  

ill health and rehabilitation… 



FOUNDATIONAL BELIEFS – INCARNATION:

• CCC 464 The unique and altogether singular event of  the Incarnation of  the Son of  God does 

not mean that Jesus Christ is part God and part man, nor does it imply that he is the result of  a 

confused mixture of  the divine and the human. He became truly man while remaining truly 

God. Jesus Christ is true God and true man. During the first centuries, the Church had to 

defend and clarify this truth of  faith against the heresies that falsified it. 

Catechism of  the Catholic Church, n. 464 





ST FRANCIS AND THE LEPER. 
FIRST BIOGRAPHER, THOMAS 
OF CELANO
“Francis had a natural horror of  lepers, and one day 
as he was riding his horse near Assisi he met a leper 
on the road.  He felt terrified and revolted, but not 
wanting to transgress God’s command and break the 
sacrament of  His word, he dismounted from his horse 
and ran to kiss him.  As the leper stretched out his 
hand, expecting something, he received both money 
and a kiss.  Francis immediately mounted his horse 
and although the field was wide open, without any 
obstructions, when he looked around he could not see 
the leper anywhere.” Thomas of  Celano -

Ethics/Beliefs



1205: MESSAGE 
OF THE 
CRUCIFIX AT 
SAN DAMIANO:
• Francis’ profound belief, the 

voice of  Jesus "Go, Francis, 

and repair my house, which 

as you see is falling into 

ruin.” (Individual Spiritual 

Experience/Ethics)   

• ↑ Francis’ religiosity and 

devotion → ↑ conflict with 

his father.



1206: TRIAL OF 
FRANCIS BEFORE THE 
BISHOPFrancis of Assisi’s significant life experience:

• Francis took/stole a horse and expensive material 

from his textile merchant father – sold them to raise 

funds to restore Chapel of  San Damiano... 

• "Hitherto I have called you my father on earth; 

henceforth I desire to say only 'Our Father who art 

in Heaven'" → estrangement from wealthy family.



1206: 
(SUMMER) 
RETURNS TO 
ASSISI TO 
REBUILD 
CHAPEL OF 
SAN 
DAMIANO…



1209: 
FRANCIS’ 
VISIT TO THE 
POPE



FRANCIS OF ASSISI - EXPRESSION OF 
BELIEFS PRIOR TO SIGNIFICANT LIFE 
EXPERIENCE:• Middle Ages most Europeans were Christians… A union existed between Christendom and Society 

– to belong to one was to belong to another. A child baptised in Assisi became a Christian and a 
citizen in the one ceremony.

• Francis of  Assisi - grew up a Christian, connected to the Church. 

• Belief  in God was a formal characteristic of  society. Christianity provided the structural ethos for 
society – a common mentality/lens on life… (Rev. Dr. Frank O’Loughlin)

• Francis in late teens lived a hedonistic life, sustained by family's wealth, known as the “king of  
revels.” 

• Yet Francis, pre SLE, was also generous/compassionate in his support of  the 
marginalized/impoverished. (Ethics)



FRANCIS OF ASSISI - EXPRESSION OF 
BELIEFS AT TIME OF/DURING SIGNIFICANT 
LIFE EXPERIENCE/S:• War between Assisi and Perugia → Lengthy imprisonment → Reflection, existential crisis for Francis 

– destined as first-born son to inherit successful textiles business… (Individual Spiritual Experience)

• Voice of  Jesus in Chapel of  San Damiano... "Go, Francis, and repair my house, which as you see is 
falling into ruin” → Heightened sense of  religiosity (Individual Spiritual Experience)

• Decision to steal bolt of  precious cloth and horse to finance repair of  Chapel... → appearance before 
Bishop and father → disrobing... "Hitherto I have called you my father on earth; henceforth I desire 
to say only 'Our Father who art in Heaven’.” Poverty - no money and no “insurance”. Francis rid 
himself  of  sandals and belt, he defined for himself  the most radical poverty possible. If  Christ died 
naked on the cross, then Francis’ life of  imitation had to involve being as close to ‘naked’ as 
possible… (‘Naked’ – without assets, resources…) (Ethics)



EXPRESSION OF BELIEFS 
POST SIGNIFICANT LIFE 
EXPERIENCE:
• “While I was in sin, it seemed very bitter to me to 

see lepers. And the Lord Himself  led me among them 

and I had mercy upon them.” In his Testament Francis 

likened his former hedonistic existence, “While I was 

in sin…” to that of  the Prodigal Son (Luke 15: 11-32). 



FRANCIS OF 
ASSISI -
EXPRESSION 
OF BELIEFS 
POST 
SIGNIFICANT 
LIFE 
EXPERIENCE:

* Profound belief  in the Incarnation → 
decision to live in the Way of  Jesus, as 
seen in The Rule established by Francis for 
members of  his community - ascetic 
lifestyle, based on teachings of  Jesus.

* Repaired buildings... 
Realisation/understanding that Jesus was 
calling Francis to 'repair' the Church itself, 
rather than the Chapel of  San Damiano 
alone...



FRANCIS OF ASSISI 
THE ESSENTIAL WRITINGS - IN HIS OWN WORDS 

The First Rule (1209)

1. OBEDIENCE, POVERTY, CHASTITY

The rule and life of  these brothers is simple: Live in obedience and chastity, without property, and 

follow the doctrine and footsteps of  our Lord Jesus Christ. It is he who said:

‘Jesus said to him, “If  you wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions, and give the money to the 

poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.”’ (Mt. 19:21)

Then he said to them all, “If  any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and 

take up their cross daily and follow me.” (Lk.9:23)



FRANCIS OF ASSISI – THE INCARNATION
ADHERENCE TO, UNDERSTANDING OF, FAITH IN, 
ENGAGEMENT WITH…
Prior to/during SLE Post SLE

• Lived during Christendom, the 
“king of  revels”/a hedonist 
who “prayed with all 
simplicity”.

• Son of  a wealthy merchant, 
generous in sharing resources 
with marginalized. 

The rule and life of  these 
brothers is simple: 
• “Live in obedience and 

chastity, without property, and 
follow the doctrine and 
footsteps of  our Lord Jesus 
Christ” – ascetic…

• Gaze upon Christ, imitate Christ.
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DESCRIPTO
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Very High 25-30

• Insightful and reasoned conclusions about the relationship between a range of  
significant life experiences and religious beliefs generally. 

• A comprehensive description of  the particular significant life experience of  the 
member of  the religious tradition or denomination.

• A comprehensive explanation and insightful comparison of  the member’s adherence 
to relevant religious beliefs and engagement with related expressions prior to, during, 
and after the significant life experience. 

• An insightful and well-developed analysis of  how the religious beliefs and related 
expressions of  the religious tradition or denomination influenced the interpretation 
of  the significant life experience of  the member.

• A comprehensive selection, highly developed synthesis and consistent application of  
source material.



RELIGION 
AND 
SOCIETY 
EXAMINATIO
N 2020 
SECTION B -
QUESTION 1 
(14 MARKS)

a. Identify an individual in a religious tradition or 

denomination that you have studied and describe a 

significant life experience of  that individual.

4 marks 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------

------------------------------------------------------------------- (x12)

b. Explain how this individual was influenced by 

and responded to the significant life experience 

described in part a. Use relevant sources to support 

your response. 10 marks

---------------------------------------------------------------------------

------------------------------------------------------------------- (x40)



RELIGION 
AND 
SOCIETY 
EXAMINATIO
N 2021 
SECTION B -
QUESTION 3 
(10 MARKS)

‘You may not control all the events that happen to you, but 
you can decide not to be reduced by them.’

Source: Maya Angelou, Letter to My Daughter, Virago Press, 
London, 2009, p. x.

a. Explain the meaning of  the statement above with reference 
to significant life experiences and religious beliefs. 4 marks

____________________________________________________
___________________________________________ (x8 lines)

b. Discuss the extent to which the statement on page 10 
accurately describes the impact of  a significance life 
experience on the understanding of  the religious beliefs of  a 
member of  a religious tradition or denomination that you 
have studied.  6 marks

____________________________________________________
__________________________________________ (x20 lines)



FRANCIS OF 
ASSISI…
A 21ST

CENTURY 
PERSPECTIVE

Francis, post-SLE,  lived as an ascetic. 
Considered by many to be the most Christ-like 
Christian of  all ages. 

Iconic, inspirational figure whose life mirrors 
that of  Jesus of  Nazareth more closely than 
any other figure in Christian history. 

Love of  nature, his renunciation of  wealth, his 
simple lifestyle and his deep spirituality drew 
people to him in the 12th Century… 

In 21st Century Francis of  Assisi is one of  the 
most beloved and popular saints – the patron 
saint of  animals and the environment… 



RECONTEXTUALIZATION - VATICAN II (1962-’65) 
AGGIORNAMENTO/UPDATE 
‘BACK TO BASICS – SOME THINGS LEFT BEHIND…



WHO IS 
JESUS FOR 
YOU? 

Rev. Dr. Frank O’Loughlin:

• “Jesus is the perfect image of  the unseen God. In 
scripture we gain glimpses…”

CCC  459:

• “Word became flesh to be our model of  holiness.”



FRANCIS OF ASSISI AND THE LEPER



POPE FRANCIS AND VINICIO 
RIVA
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