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Introduction 
Nicholas Wolterstorff 

This book is a series of essays on the topic of faith and reason. But there 
are many such essays, and many such books. What, if anything, makes 
this one significantly different? From near the beginning of Christianity 
there have been reflections on this topic. It could hardly have been other
wise, given that the culture with which Christianity first interacted, once 
it had emerged from Judaism, was the heavily philosophical culture of 
Hellenism. What, after all these years of discussion, merits anybody's at
tention in these additional essays on this ancient topic? 

I judge that what is significant and unique about these essays is the 
weaving in and out of four fundamental themes. They are essays around 
these four themes. 

(I) Perhaps the most basic theme is that of the collapse of classi
cal joundationalism. Those words, for most readers, will require a bit of 
explanation. 

The last decade or so has seen radically new developments in the field 
of philosophical epistemology. Among the most significant of these develop
ments is the rise of metaepistemology. Rather than just plunging ahead and 
developing epistemological theories, philosophers have stood back and re
flected seriously on the structural options available to them in their construc
tion of such theories. This has had a most illuminating effect. We have come 
to see the structure of various epistemological debates more clearly than 
ever before. We have come to see more clearly than before the assumptions 
behind various positions staked out in these debates. We have been able 
to formulate with more clarity traditional positions on various issues. 

After immersing themselves in metaepistemology, thereby acquiring 
a clearer picture of the structure of epistemological options, philosophers 
have naturally looked about to find out which of these various options 
have actually been developed in the West. What caught their attention 
is the extraordinarily long 1orninanc:e of one structural c-ption ·-that cp
tion which has come to be known as classical foundationalism. Before 
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I explain what that option is, let me first say that classical foundational
ism, along with the other positions which arc structural options to it, may 
be (and has been) formulated as a theory of three different things. It may 
be formulated as a theory of rationality, it may be formulated as a theory 
of knowledge, and it may be formulated as a theory of authentic science 
(scientia, Wissenschaft). For the purposes of these introductory comments 
let me, without more ado, explain it as a theory of rationality- that is, 
as a theory of what is rational for a given person to accept, to believe. 

Any foundationalist whatsoever, whether a classical foundationalist 
or one of some other stripe, will begin by making a distinction between 
those of our beliefs which we hold on the basis of others of our beliefs 
and those which we do not hold on the basis of other beliefs of ours
those which we hold immediately, as the tradition said. From here the 
foundationalist will go on to insist that not only can this distinction be 
drawn abstractly but that in fact it can be made out within any person's 
set of beliefs. Most people, on first hearing of this claim, seem not to 
boggle at the suggestion that some of our beliefs are held on the basis 
of other beliefs of ours. But many do boggle at the suggestion that some 
of our beliefs are held immediately. So that is where the foundationalist 
concentrates his endeavors at persuasion. This is the way things must be, 
he argues. Maybe I believe p on the basis of my belief that q, and q on 
the basis of my belief that r, and so on. But somewhere this chain has 
to have a beginning. Somewhere, somehow, l have to have some beliefs 
induced in me on which I can then begin to base others, but which are 
themselves not based on others. The foundationalist proceeds then to give 
examples of such immediately held beliefs. Almost all of us who accept 
the proposition that I + I = 2 do not do so on the basis of yet other be
liefs of ours; we just "see" that it is true. And when a person is of the 
conviction that he feels dizzy, he does not base his conviction on yet other 
beliefs of his. He just immediately knows that he feels dizzy. 

Having drawn this quasi-psychological distinction between those of 
our beliefs which are mediated by other beliefs and those which are pro
duced immediately, the foundationalist goes on to argue that beliefs of 
both kinds can be rational. Often, indeed, he will argue that if some of 
a person's mediate beliefs are rational, then there must also be some of 
his immediate beliefs which are rational. Here we need not trace out this 
necessity-argument of his. Suffice it to say that on his view, beliefs of 
both sorts can be held rationally. 

All foundationalists agree on yet one or two more things. They hold 
that for at least some of the beliefs which we hold on the basis of other 
beliefs, what makes it rational to hold the former is that those iatter sup
port them. The latter provide adequate evidence for the former-strictly, 
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the propositions believed in the latter provide adequate evidence for the 
propositions believed in the former. Now suppose one starts from a belief 
Bp which it is rational for the person to hold because he holds it on the 
basis of another belief Bq such that q adequately supports p. And sup
pose he holds Bq on the basis of yet another belief Br such that r ade
quately supports q. And so on. All foundationalists insist that if one fol
lows out such chains of "believing on the basis of what provides adequate 
evidential support for," beginning from a rationally held mediate belief, 
one will always end exclusively with immediately held beliefs which it is 
rational for the person to hold. Those stopping points may then be thought 
of as the foundation of the person's structure of rational beliefs. On so 
much, foundationalists of all species would agree. 

It is easy to surmise where they differ. They differ on how one propo
sition must be related to another for the one to provide adequate eviden
tial support to the other. Thus one finds different theories of evidence 
among foundationalists. And, perhaps more importantly, they differ on 
which beliefs may properly be held immediately. Thus they differ on what 
is to be found in the foundation of a structure of rationally held beliefs. 
They all agree that every person's structure of'rationally held beliefs will 
have this foundation/superstructure character. But they disagree on just 
what is to be found in the foundation- and on how the -superstructure 
is supported by the foundation. 

I can now pick out that particular species of foundationalism which 
has been called classical foundationalism. The classical foundationalist 
is the foundationalist who holds that just two sorts of propositions can 
be candidates for propositions which it is rational to hold immediately. 
The foundation of a rational belief-structure will, on his view, contain 
just two sorts of propositions. It will contain propositions which are self
evident to the person in question- propositions which he just sees to be 
true. 1 + 1 = 2 would be an example of something self-evident to most 
of us. Second, it will contain propositions about one's states of conscious
ness which one cannot mistakenly believe to be true (or mistakenly believe 
to be false). That I am dizzy would be an example. These have been called 
incorrigible propositions in the philosophical tradition. Propositions which 
are self-evident for the person in question and propositions which are in
corrigible for him- such propositions may properly be accepted immedi
ately. They may properly be found in the foundations of a person's belief
structure. They are candidates for being properly basic. So contends the 
classical foundationalist. (Plantinga in his essay gives a slightly different 
explanation of "classical foundationalism." The difference, for my pur
poses here, makes no difference. What I here cail "classicai foundational
ism" he there calls "modern foundationalism.") 
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I was observing that philosophers in the past decade have become 
much more aware than ever before of the structural options available to 
the epistemologist. One of those structural options is classical foundation
alism, and most, if not all, philosophers would agree that this option, 
along with close relatives of it, has constituted the dominant epistemologi
cal tradition in the West. What must now be added is that most philoso
phers who have seen clearly the structure of this particular option have 
rejected it. On close scrutiny they have found classical foundationalism 
untenable. And it makes no difference now whether it is construed as a 
theory of rational acceptance, or of knowledge, or of scientia. It has seemed 
unacceptable as any of these. (Some of the reasons for this judgment are 
traversed in Plantinga's essay. It should be added that several writers in 
this volume have contributed to producing this general consensus that clas
sical foundationalism is untenable.) Thus in a most fundamental way tra
ditional epistemology has come "unstuck" in recent years- with the result 
that the field of epistemology is now filled with fascinating turmoil and 
chaos, and with new probes in many directions. 

The following essays- especially those by the philosophers Alston, 
Mavrodes, Plantinga, and Wolterstorff- are written in the context of these 
new developments in epistemolo~y. Up to this time there has been almost 
no exploration of the significance of these new developments for our un
derstanding and assessment of religious- and more specifically, Christian 
-belief. Such exploration is at the very heart of these essays. Looking 
back from the position of these new developments in epistemology, one 
can see that almost all discussions on faith and reason for many centuries 
have taken for granted either the truth of classical foundationalism or 
some close relative of it, or they have departed from that position without 
any clear awareness of what they were departing from. These essays, by 
contrast, are written from the position of a clear realization of what con
stitutes classical foundationalism and a vivid awareness of its collapse. 
Actually, at several points they go beyond an exploration of the bearing 
of these recent developments in epistemology on our understanding of 
religious belief. They make a contribution to general epistemology. They 
make a contribution to the general, postfoundationalist dialogue on epis
temology that is now taking place. 

One thing more must be said here. Some philosophers have con
cluded from the collapse of the classical foundationalist theory of knowl
edge that the concept of knowledge itself must be discarded. (Cf. Richard 
Rorty.) And some have concluded from the collapse of the classical foun
dationalist theor~' of rationality that the distinction between rational and 
nonrational beliefs must be discarded. They have afiirmed that "anything 
goes." (Cf. Paul K. Feyeraband.) Most emphatically these essays do not 
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draw those conclusions. They are neither agnostic nor antinomian. So im
portant, indeed, is this theme of opposition to agnosticism and antino
mianism in these essays that I might well have singled it out for separate 
attention as one of the major themes around which these essays are 
organized. 

(2) A second theme which weaves in and out of these essays is that 
of the evidentialist challenge to religious belief, a challenge first issued 
decisively in the European Enlightenment. Though these essays stand in 
that long line of reflections on faith and reason which begin with the church 
fathers, the context in which our discussion occurs is very different from 
the context in which their discussion occurred, with the result that, for 
all its affinities with those earlier discussions, ours is significantly differ
ent. One facet of our context is the one already discussed: we live in the 
situation where the main epistemological tradition of the West has col
lapsed among those knowledgeable concerning recent thinking in episte
mology. Another facet of our context is that the fundamental contentions 
of the Enlightenment still prove persuasive to many. 

The Enlightenment was not only an intellectual phenomenon but 
also a broadly cultural phenomenon. Eighteenth-century European man 
lived in the midst of the collapse of tradition and authority. Traditional 
ways of relating to the earth and of organizing society were rapidly being 
rejected in favor of ways that were "better"- ways that more effectively 
secured desired ends. And the authoritative hold of the Christian church 
on the European populace had been destroyed by the Reformation and 
the wars of religion. For many in Europe these developments yielded an 
exhilarating sense of liberation. The shackles of tradition and authority 
had been thrown off, and man was now free. That theme is sounded power
fully, for example, in Kant's famous essay "What Is Enlightenment?" But 
obviously liberation from tradition and authority poses this crucial deci
sion: If we are not to guide our decisions by those, by what then? Will 
not any alternative merely place us under different shackles? And if guid
ance by a shared tradition and authority is no longer available, what then 
can unify society and secure a commonwealth? 

The answer that the Enlightenment gave to these anxious questions 
was Reason. We are to be guided by Reason. Reason is something that 
each of us possesses intrinsically. It is not something extrinsic to us. Thus, 
to follow the voice of Reason is not to submit to some new external au
thority. It is to follow one's own voice. It is to submit to what is of the 
very essence of oneself. And that, of course, is not really to submit to 
anything. It is to be free. Furthermore, Reason belongs to all of us in 
common. It belongs to the very essence of what it i:; to be human. To fol
low the voice of Reason is to follow a voice that all of us hear. Reason of-
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fers the genuine possibility of being the foundation for a commonwealth. 
"Sapere aude!" says Kant. "Have the courage to usc your own intelligence! 
is ... the motto of the enlightenment." 

Now the form assumed by the vision of the Enlightenment when 
it came to matters of religion was what may be called the evidentialist 
challenge to religious belief. The challenge can be seen as consisting of 
two contentions. It was insisted, in the first place, that it would be wrong 
for a person to accept Christianity, or any other form of theism, unless 
it was rational for him to do so. And it was insisted, secondly, that it 
is not rational for a person to do so unless he hold.~ his re_ligious convic
tions on the basis of other beliefs of his which give to those convictions 
adequate evidential support. No religion is acceptable unless rational, and 
no religion is rational unless supported by evidence. That is the eviden
tialist challenge. 

I suggest, in my essay, that this challenge was clearly issued by John 
Locke- and that perhaps he was the first to issue it clearly and forcefully. 
The basis for the challenge, in Locke, was his adherence to classical foun
dationalism with respect to rationality. Though Descartes was certainly 
a classical foundationalist, it is doubtful that he was that for anything 
other than scientia. He seems not to have held that for anyone to have 
any knowledge at all, that person must satisfy the demands of classical 
foundationalism. And certainly he did not hold that for anyone to believe 
anything rationally, he must satisfy those demands. In effect, what Locke 
did was take the classical foundationalist demands that Descartes had laid 
down for scientific belief and lay them down for rational belief in general. 
If anyone was to believe anything rationally, he had to satisfy the demands 
of classical foundationalisrn. Locke noticed that the central claims of Chris
tianity, and of theism generally, are neither self-evident to us nor incor
rigible reports of our states of consciousness. And so he insisted that to 
be rational in holding them we needed evidence for them. If we are to 
be rational in holding them, they must occur in the superstructure of our 
system of belief. And concerning the contention that one ought never to 
believe what it is not rational to believe, Locke, as a good precursor of 
the Enlightenment, seems to have had no doubt whatsoever. 

I think I do not exaggerate when I say that almost everybody in 
the West has regarded the evidentialist challenge as tenable. We in the 
West still live very much in the shadow of the Enlightenment. Some have 
thought that the challenge could not be met; no adequate evidence is avail
able for Christianity, nor for theism, they have insisted. For such people 
the evidentialist challenge constitutes the ground of an objection to 
Christianity. Others, including Locke, have thought that the chalh:nge could 
be met, or was already being met. They then have gone about assembling 
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what they regarded as the adequate evidence, or showing that the adequate 
evidence is already in hand. 

It is in this context that the firral two essays in this volume should 
be read. They are background essays. Marsden's project is to discover how 
American evangelical academics in the nineteenth century understood the 
relation between faith and reason. What he discovers is that they perva
sively saw themselves as meeting the evidentialist challenge both with re
spect to theism and with respect to Christianity. He also shows, however, 
that the rise of evolutionary theory profoundly disturbed that confidence, 
with the result that evangelicals in academia became a bewildered and in
timidated lot for almost a century. David Holwerda in his essay discusses 
an important contemporary theologian, Wolfhart Pannenberg, who has 
enthusiastically embraced the evidentialist challenge and the Enlighten
ment spirit behind it, and has gone on to try to provide the evidence for 
Christianity that the challenge requires from those who are Christians. 

Lest a mistaken impression be conveyed here, it must be said that 
though most Christians have accepted the validity of the evidentialist 
challenge, there have been some who, instead of trying to meet it or show 
that it has been met, have rejected it. Karl Barth is certainly one of the 
pre.mier twentieth-century examples of this. With a swipe of the hand Barth 
made clear that he would have nothing to do with this challenge. To accept 
it, he said, would be to prefer Reason to Christ and thus to fall prey to 
an idol. What Barth does not do, however, is show just where the chal
lenge is mistaken. That one or the other of the two theses making up 
the challenge is in his judgment false- on that Barth is clear. And that 
accepting it amounts in his judgment to replacing Christ with the idol 
of Reason- on that too he is clear. But wherein the challenger sees the 
structure of rationality mistakenly- on that Barth is far indeed from clear. 

It is characteristic of the following essays that they too reject the 
evidentialist challenge. Where they go well beyond Barth and others, how
ever, is that they show just where the challenger sees things wrongly- just 
where his perspective on rationality is askew. If I may be pardoned a bit 
of overly dramatic rhetoric: in these essays the evidentialist challenge of 
the Enlightenment is challenged and overcome. 

(3) It is met and overcome in such a way that the resultant positions 
bear a close affinity to positions long held on the relation of faith to rea
son by the Continental Reformed (Calvinist) tradition. Thus a third theme 
which weaves in and out of these essays is what might be called, admittedly 
not very felicitously, "Calvinist epistemology," or "Reformed epistemology." 

Characteristic of the Continental Calvinist tradition has been a revul
sio:~ c;.gr.inst arguments in favor of theism or Christianity. Of course, at 
its beginnings this tradition was not appraising the giving of such argu-



8 NICHOLAS WOLTERSTORFF 

ments in the context of the Enlightenment insistence on the importance 
of Reason. It was instead appraising it in the context of the long medieval 
tradition of natural theology. But whatever the context, that this tradition 
has characteristically viewed in a dim light the project of offering evidence 
for theism and for Christianity is clear. Sometimes the bold position was 
staked out that such offering of arguments is pernicious. Barth has his 
antecedents! Sometimes the less bold position was affirmed, that little 
or nothing of worth is to be gotten from constructing such arguments. 
But most often the position taken was that such arguments are unneces
sary for putting a person in the position where he is within his rights in 
being a Christian. Thus well before the evidentialist challenge was issued 
clearly and forcefully by Locke and his ilk, it was charaderistic of those 
in the Reformed tradition to have taken up a position in opposition to 
the challenge. In short, the Continental Reformed tradition has character
istically been antievidentialist. The third theme that weaves in and out 
of these essays, then, is that of the antievidentiali.~t impulses of the Re
formed tradition. Of course, by taking up an antievidentialist position 
in their response to the Enlightenment, these essays perforce ally themselves 
with that impulse in the Reformed tradition. The point is that this is by 
no means an unwitting alliance. Particularly in Plant inga's essay there is 
a detailed tracing out of the connections among the demise of classical 
foundationalism, the evidentialist challenge, and the antievidentialist im
pulse characteristic of the Reformed tradition. 

(4) Though less prominent in these essays than I he others, there is 
a fourth theme which is perhaps worth singling out for attention. Marsden 
shows in his essay that it was the conviction of American evangelical aca
emics in the nineteenth century that science, if competently pursued, would 
always prove compatible with Christianity. They were confident that if 
it did prove incompatible on some issue, that would be due to the scien
tist's having failed, somewhere along the line, to practice his science with 
full competence. It has been characteristic of the Continental Reformed 
tradition to contest this assumption. Science competently pursued, it has 
long said, may well be in conflict with Christian conviction. It went on 
to add, more strikingly, that in at least some ca.~es the Christian theorist 
would be fully within his rights, maybe even obliged, to reject the science 
and hold on to his Christian convictions in such a situation of conflict. 
For science, it said, is not the result of neutrally assembling facts and then 
in Baconian fashion arriving at inductive generalizations. We all, in the 
practice of science, are guided by fundamental visions of life and reality. 
Thcort':tical reason is not autonomous. Thus two people who are guided 
by different visions may both practice science competently but wind up 
with differing results which science, by itself, is incapable of adjudicating. 
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The dominant tradition in the West has seen consensus as the appropriate 
goal and expectation of scientific inquiry. This alternative tradition has 
seen the pluralism of the academy as the well-nigh inevitable outcome 
even of fully competent theorizing. This theme of the inevitable pluralism 
of the academy is a fourth of the fundamental themes around which these 
essays are organized. 

* * * * * 
These essays arose out of a yearlong project of the Calvin (College) 

Center for Christian Studies on the topic of "Toward a Reformed View 
of Faith and Reason." Senior fellows of the Center for that year (1979-80) 
were David Holwerda (theology), George Marsden (history), Robert 
Manweiler (physics), Alvin Plantinga (philosophy), and Nicholas Wolters
torff (philosophy), all from Calvin College, and George Mavrodes from 
the Philosophy Department of the University of Michigan. Student fel
lows were Ronald Feenstra, Mike Hakkenberg, and Pieter Pereboom. Ad
junct fellows were William P. Alston, of the Philosophy Department of 
Syracuse University, and Henk Hart, from the Institute for Christian Studies 
in Toronto. The work of six of these has found its way into the volume. 

Though, of course, most of the interaction among the fellows took 
place in conversation, some of it took place by way of brief papers which 
the fellows addressed to each other. Among these were some delightful 
stories which George Mavrodes wrote at various points in the yearlong 
dialogue. Looking back at these, we judge that they remain interesting and 
illuminating. Accordingly the volume contains two of these, "The Stranger" 
and "Thrning." The essays by the philosophers Plantinga, Alston, Wolters
torff, and Mavrodes address the issue of the rationality of Christian be
lief, and those by Marsden and Holwerda, already mentioned, explicate 
some features of the historical setting within which our contemporary 
discussion of these issues takes place. 

In these introductory comments I have made clear that this book 
is more than a mere assortment of essays on the topic of faith and reason. 
The essays are bound together by virtue of being essays around those four 
themes which I singled out. But though the essays are united in fundamen
tal ways in their treatment of various issues, there has been no attempt 
to "cover the field." Nothing is said, for example, about the role of Scrip
ture in Christian belief and the rationality of accepting something on the 
say-so of Scripture- though certainly this is an important topic which falls 
within the area of our concern. It seemed to us more important to explore 
certain issues in depth, and to suggest new ways of approaching these mat
ters, than to try to "cover the field." Furthermore, the emphases in the 
volume as a whole a:;:e iiO doubt different from those that one would find 
in an idealized treatment which discussed topics at a length directly pro-
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portional to their importance. Some of us, at the beginniug of the project, 
fully expected that equal emphasis would be given to those two main divi
sions of traditional discussions on faith and reason: the rationality of Chris
tian belief and the bearing of faith on theorizing. That proved not to be 
the case; the former topic drew the main focus of our attention, and that 
is reflected in this book. About this, all that can be said is that a project 
of this sort acquires a life and a mind of its own, and it seemed to us 
better to give our explorations their lead than to rein them in and turn 
to something else just for the sake of achieving a balance of attention 
which justly reflects our estimate of the relative importance of various 
topics. 

* * "' .. * 
In the essays by Plantinga and Wolterstorff there are extensive discus

sions on the nature of rationality. Nowhere in the essays, however, is there 
any explicit discussion on the nature of faith. A certain understanding 
of faith is presumed throughout. But as it turns out, nowhere is that un
derstanding explicitly articulated. To prevent certain misunderstandings 
it may be well then to close this introduction with a brief examination 
of what we take to be the nature of the faith of which we are speaking. 
Of course, this is not the place for a full disquisition on the nature and 
manifestations of faith. I shall concentrate my attention on getting clear 
as to what constitutes the core of faith and, then, on the relation of faith 
to the believing of propositions. 

Since it is Christian faith that we especially have in mind, it seems ap
propriate to proceed by looking at how the sacred documents of Christianity 
-the writings of the New and Old Testament- understand faith rather 
than by exploring the ordinary use of the word "faith" and then defining 
the derivative phrase "Christian faith." 

Various writers of the New Testament record Jesus as having urged 
his hearers to take up the stance of faith. Likewise, those and other New 
Testament writers urge their own readers to take up this same stance of 
faith. Indeed, they urge their readers to take up this stance toward Jesus 
himself. It is clear that when the writers urged this stance on their readers, 
and when Jesus urged it on his hearers, they and he saw themselves as 
doing so on behalf of God. God himself calls us to the stance of faith. 
Let us then look at what the New Testament writers called their readers 
to, and what Jesus called his hearers to, when they and he, speaking on 
behalf of God, called them to faith. 

Sometimes when the New Testament writers represent God as requir
ing faith of us, they are thinking of faith as one among other things that 
God requires of us. Faith is then one among other "virtues." Paul, in t 
Corinthians 13, urges faith along with hope and love on his hearers. At 
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other times, however, they use the word "faith" to cover the core of that 
total stance toward God to which, on behalf of God, they call us. Faith 
in things not seen, hope, and Jove are then three of the requisite manifesta
tions of faith. It is faith in this sense, as the core of that comprehensive 
stance toward God to which God calls us, that I shall be considering. I 
shall to a considerable extent follow R. Bultmann's excellent, though in
deed highly tendentious, discussion on pis tis in Kittel's Theological Word 
Book of the New Testament. 

"In primitive Christianity," says Bultmann, "pistis became the lead
ing term for the relation of man to God." (205) The term thus chosen 
to refer to what it is that God requires of man in man's relationship to 
him is a term whose root meaning, in its various grammatical forms in 
both classical and Hellenistic Greek, is trust (reliance, belief in, confi
dence). The objects of pisteuein are characteristically such things as con
tracts and oaths, laws, armaments, and persons. Likewise the words of 
a per:son can be the object of trust, in which case the sense of pisteuein 
shades toward our "believe." And sometimes, not surprisingly, pisteuein 
has the nuance of "to obey." 

In New Testament usage, too, the root meaning of the term is trust. 
The fact that faith, at its core, is trust in God comes to the fore especially 
in the great chapter on the heroes of faith, Hebrews 11. Sarah, in verse 11, 
trusts the promises of God; Abraham, in verses 17ff., both trusts the prom
ises of God and trusts God's miraculous power; and Noah, in verse 7, 
trusts God's warnings and sets about building the ark. The same note 
of trust in God's power and promises comes explicitly to the fore in Paul's 
reference to Abraham's faith in Romans 4:16ff. 

But, of course, trust is characteristically, indeed inevitably, mani
fested in a variety of different actions and states of being. If one trusts 
someone, then naturally one believes what he says, does what he asks, 
addresses him in various ways, expectantly hopes for what he promises, 
experiences union with him, and so on. Perhaps even more important than 
this observation of fact, however, is that trust requires such things of one, 
in the sense that the absence of such acts and states indicates a deficiency 
in one's trust. It will prove useful to call those actions and states which 
are required of some person, if some trust of his is not to be deficient, 
the authentic manifestation of that trust. The New Testament writers do 
not speak only of faith. They speak as well of what belongs to the authen
tic manifestation of faith. They speak of what is required of us if our 
faith in God is not to be deficient. 

One thing that over and over comes to the fore, when faith in God 
is 5poken of, is the obedience required by faith. Apart from the actions 
of obedience there is no well-formed faith in God-this in addition to 
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the fact that the stance of faith itself marks an obedient response to God. 
"By faith Abraham obeyed the call." (Heb. II :8) In other passages what 
comes to the fore is that au expectant hope in God's promises and actions 
is required for well-formed faith. "Faith gives substance to our hopes." 
(He b. 11:1) Frequently also there is emphasis on the faithfulness (fidelity, 
endurance) required of the one who fully trusts in God. And often what 
is in view when faith in God is spoken of is the belief required by well
formed faith-in particular, the acceptance of the words of God and of 
those who speak on his behalf. (Cf. John 2:22: "And they believed the 
Scripture and the word which Jesus had spoken.") Then, too, faith in God 
finds its manifestation in worship of God, in praise of him, in address 
(prayer) to him, and so on. 

All this has its antecedents in the Old Testament; there too the re
quired manifestations of trust in God include obedience, hope, fidelity, 
believing, and such. 1 Unique to the New Testament are two additional, 
qualifying, phenomena. First, Jesus himself, not only God, is often said 
to be the appropriate object of our faith, this frequently being expressed 
with the locution "believe in." "We have believed in Jesus Christ," says 
Paul in Galatians 2:16, "in order to be justified by faith in Christ." Second, 
to be a person of faith one must believe the apostolic proclamation, the 
kerygma, the Good News of God's saving actions culminating in the resur
rection and the attendant Lordship or Jesus and I he call to our appropri
ate acknowledgement of these events. "This," says Paul, is "the word of 
faith which we proclaim. If on your lips is the confession, 'Jesus is Lord,' 
and in your heart the faith that God raised him from the dead, then you 
will find salvation. For the faith that leads to righteousness is in the heart, 
and the confession that leads to salvation is upon the lips." (Romans IO: 
8ff.) Here it is clear that what Paul dominantly has in mind, as he speaks 
of faith, is the acceptance in the heart and the confession on the lips of 
the message that Jesus is the Lord, risen from the dead. 2 

About this last dimension of New Testament faith, the confessing 
acceptance of the apostolic kerygma, Bultmann says this: "it is apparent 
that acknowledgment of Jesus as Lord is intrinsic to Christian faith along 
with acknowledgment of the miracle of His resurrection, i.e., acceptance 
of this miracle as true. The two statements constitute an inner unity. The 
resurrection is not just a remarkable event. It is the soteriological fact 
in virtue of which Jesus became the kyrios . ... Naturally, in view of the 
inner unity, either one of the statements can be made,alone, or the event 
of salvation can be described differently or more explicitly. The totality 
is a! ways in view." (209) 

Finally, it comes as no surprise to learn that sometimes, in New Testa
ment usage, the message itself, not just the confe.s.~ing acceptance of the 
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message, is spoken of as pistis. Thus Paul speaks in Galatians 1:23 of 
"proclaiming the faith." 

I have observed that Christian faith incorporates belief (i.e., accep
tance) of the apostolic kerygma concerning God's saving acts and our 
appropriate response. It is clear, though, that the belief-component of a 
person's Christian faith includes more than that. It includes as well the 
applications of the kerygma to one's own life- it includes, for example, 
not only the belief that Jesus Christ came into the world to save sinners 
but also the belief that he came into the world to save me. Second, it 
typically includes various convictions to the effect that God acts in one's 
own experience. Paul's conviction that God was calling him to go from 
Asia Minor to Macedonia is an example. As Jonathan Edwards was fond 
of emphasizing, the person who trusts in God now "reads," and is required 
to "read," vast stretches of his own experience in new ways. 

It is sometimes asked nowadays whether faith understood in the New 
Testament sense has a "propositional content." No doubt different people 
understand different things by "proposition." But suppose we mean by 
a proposition simply whatever can be believed to be true. Then the answer 
to the question is surely Yes. Genuine, full-fledged faith always requires 
belief; and belief always has a "what's believed," a quae creditur, a propo
sitional content. As we have just seen, this propositional content of the 
belief-component of well-formed faith includes, though also goes beyond, 
the apostolic kerygma. 

Of course the New Testament writers do not believe that the quae 
creditur of the belief-component of a person's faith is to be entertained 
in some coolly tentative fashion. The news of God's action, says Paul, 
is confessed and held in our hearts. If the phrase "propositional content 
of Christian faith" suggests to some an attitude of cautious tentativeness, 
that suggestion must be firmly repudiated. Neither do the New Testament 
writers hold that the kerygma which is believed is something devised by 
theologians. It is delivered to us by God himself. So if the phrase "proposi
tional content of Christian faith" suggests the labored deliverances of theo
logians, that suggestion too must be firmly repudiated. And perhaps what 
bears repetition is that faith as a whole is not identical with belief. Indeed, 
belief is not even the organizing center of faith. Trust is that. Belief enters, 
first of all, by virtue of the fact that the one who trusts in God and Jesus 
Christ believes what they say. Faith requires believing the words of the 
one trusted. But also it requires believing the relevant specifications of 
that message for one's own life. And beyond this it requires, or at least 
typically results in, various beliefs about the working of God in one's own 
experience. In these various v;ays belief is one of the rcquisice <tnd iypical 
manifestations of faith. The one who fully trusts in God will display obe-
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dience, hope, and endurance. But also he will believe. In calling us to faith, 
God calls us to belief. 

It may be added that some of the belief required for genuine, well
formed faith is not only required by such faith but is required if there 
is to be faith in God at all, even malformed and underdeveloped faith. 
One cannot, for example, trust God if one does not even believe that God 
exists. No doubt it was this point that the writer of Hebrews had in mind 
when he said, almost by the way, that "whoever would draw near to God 
must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him." 

It is worth noting, in conclusion, that the believed attd confessed 
kerygma is often spoken of by the New Testament writers as known. We 
in our age are inclined to offer religious convictions as paradigm examples 
of what is "merely believed," not known. Not so the New Testament writ
ers. The person who trusts {in) God also believes, that is, accepts, what 
he says; and this acceptance may well be a case of knowledge. Thus Paul 
says that "if we have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live 
with him. For we know that Christ being raised from the dead will never 
die again." (Romans 6:8-9) And again, "we too believe, and so we speak, 
knowing that he who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus 
and bring us with you into his presence." (2 Cor. 4:13-14) The kerygma 
of the Christian faith is believed, as the trusted word of the One that one 
trusts; but it is believed (accepted) in such a manner as to be not merely 
believed but known. 1 The same pattern is to be seen in John. For example, 
in John 6:69 we read these words of Peter, addressed to Jesus: "and we 
have believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy One of God." 
(Among other such passages see John 17:8 and 1 John 4:16.) Noticing 
that John often speaks of "knowing and believing" or "believing and know
ing," one might wonder whether, in his thought, there is a natural sequence 
in the relation of belief and knowledge. Does belief find its fulfilment 
in knowledge, as Augustine so consistently taught, or docs knowledge some
how find its fulfilment in confessing belief? Bultrnann's comments on this 
seem correct: The two are indissolubly bound up together. "In antithesis 
to Gnosticism it is apparent that knowledge can never take us beyond faith 
or leave faith behind. As all knowledge begins with faith, so it abides in 
faith. Similarly, all faith is to become knowledge. lf all knowledge can 
only be a knowledge of faith, faith comes to itself in knowledge. Knowl
edge is thus a constitutive element in genuine faith." (227) 

And just as the believing which belongs to faith is often spoken of 
as being knowledge, so, similarly, there is little if any difference between 
trusting God- having faith in him-- and acknowledging him (as God). 
Where "know" has the sense of acknowledge, as it frequently does in the 
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Bible, trusting God is knowing God. To have faith in God is to know him; 
to know God is to have faith in him. 

NOTES 

I. Bultmann gives a fine summary of the Old Testament understanding of 
faith: "In the o:r. to believe in God is to acknowledge Him as such. This includes 
trust and hope, fear and obedience. But these are a unity, since trust is taken radi
cally and thus includes the overcoming of both anxiety and self-confidence. Faith 
is a daring decision for God in man's turning aside both from the menacing world 
and also from his own strength. As is sometimes stressed, it is thus faith in spite 
of appearances. As a confident decision for God it contains within itself sup
pressed temptation. This faith in God is not just general trust. It is grounded in 
what God has done in the past. Hence it has its own firm relation to the future. 
It is the assurance that God will do what He has promised. Its opposite is mur
muring and doubt, whereby God is tempted. It is expectant hope and stillness. 
Again, it has a firm relation to the present as obedience to God's commands, 
in the fulfilment of which the covenant faithfulness of the people must be demon
strated." (198) 

2. About believing in Christ, Bultmann observes the following: "If chis de
cisive act and attitude of faith are orientated to Christ, it might seem as though 
Christian faith were pushing the relation to God into the background. Neverthe
less, the faith which is orientated to Christ believes precisely in God;s act in Christ. 
... God and Christ are not set before the believer as two different objects of faith 
which are either co-ordinated or subordinated. On the contrary, God Himself meets 
us in Christ." (217) 

3. Paul also uses the word "knowledge" when expressing his convictions 
concerning the working of God in his own experience and destiny. 



Reason and Belief in God 
Alvin Plantinga 

Belief in God is the heart and center of the Christian religion- as it is 
of Judaism and Islam. Of course Christians may disagree, at least in em
phasis, as to how to think of God; for example, some may emphasize 
his hatred of sin; others, his love of his creatures. Furthermore, one may 
find, even among professedly Christian theologians, supersophisticates who 
proclaim the liberation of Christianity from belief in God, seeking to replace 
it by trust in "Being itself' or the "Ground of Being" or some such thing. 
It remains true, however, that belief in God is the foundation of Christianity. 

In this essay I want to discuss a connected constellation of ques
tions: Does the believer-in-God accept the existence of God by faith? Is 
belief in God contrary to reason, unreasonable, irrational? Must one have 
evidence to be rational or reasonable in believing in God? Suppose belief 
in God is not rational; does that matter? And what about proofs of God's 
existence? Many Reformed or Calvinist thinkers and theologians have taken 
a jaundiced view of natural theology, thought of as the attempt to give 
proofs or arguments for the existence of God; are they right? What under
lies this hostility to an undertaking that, on the surface, at least, looks 
perfectly harmless and possibly useful? These arc some of the questions 
I propose to discuss. They fall under the general rubricfaith and reason, 
if a general rubric is required. I believe Reformed or Calvinist thinkers 
have had important things to say on these topics and that their fundamen
tal insights here are correct. What they say, however, has been for the most 
part unclear, ill-focused, and unduly inexplicit. I shall try to remedy these 
ills; I shall try to state and clearly develop their insight; and I shall try 
to connect these insights with more general epistemological considerations. 

Like the Missouri River, what I have to say is best seen as the con
fluence of three streams- streams of clear and limpid thought, I hasten 
to add, rather than turbid, muddy water. These three streams of thought 
are first, reflection on the evidentialisl obje..:tion lu lhtistic belief, accord
ing to which belief in God is unreasonable or irralional because there is 

16 
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insufficient evidence for it; second, reflection on the Thomistic concep
tion of faith and reason; and third, reflection on the Reformed rejection 
to natural theology. In Part I I shall explore the evidentialist objection, 
trying to see more clearly just what it involves and what it presupposes. 
Part II will begin with a brief look at Thomas Aquinas' views on faith 
and knowledge; I shall argue that the evidentialist objection and the Thomis
tic conception of faith and knowledge can be traced back to a common 
root in classical foundational ism- a pervasive and widely accepted pic
ture or total way of looking at faith, knowledge, belief, rationality, and 
allied topics. I shall try to characterize this picture in a revealing way and 
then go on to argue that classical foundationalism is both false and self
referentially incoherent; it should therefore be summarily rejected. In Part 
III I shall explore the Reformed rejection of natural theology; I will argue 
that it is best understood as an implicit rejection of classical foundation
alism in favor of the view that belief in God is properly basic. What the 
Reformers meant to hold is that it is entirely right, rational, reasonable, 
and proper to believe in God without any evidence or argument at all; 
in this respect belief in God resembles belief in the past, in the existence 
of other persons, and in the existence of material objects. I shall try to 
state and clearly articulate this claim and in Part IV to defend it against 
objections. 

The attentive reader may note two styles of print: large and small. 
The main lines of the argument are to be found in the large print, where 
technicalities and side issues will be kept to a minimum. The sections in 
small print will amplify, qualify, and add detail. I hope what I have to 
say will be of use to the philosophical and theological neophyte as well 
as to those with more training and experience. Readers interested just in 
the main line of argument are invited to skip the sections in small print; 
readers who find the large print too cursory and simplistic are invited to 
consult the small. 

PART 1: THE EVIDENTIALIST 
ORJECTION TO BELIEF IN GOD 

My first topic, then, is the evidentialist objection to theistic belief. 
Many philosophers- W. K. Clifford, 1 Brand Blanshard, 2 Bertrand Rus
sell, 1 Michael Scriven, 4 and Anthony Flew, 5 to name a few- have argued 
that belief in God is irrational or unreasonable or not rationally accept
able or intellectually irresponsible or somehow noetically below par be
cause, as they say, there is insufficient evidence for it. Bertrand Russell 
was once asked what he would say if, after dying, he were brought into 
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the presence of God and asked why he had not been a believer. Russell's 
reply: "I'd say 'Not enough evidence God! Not enough evidence!'"6 We 
may have our doubts as to just how that sort of response would be re
ceived; but Russell, like many others, held that theistic belief is unreason
able because there is insufficient evidence for it. 

A. How Shall We Construe "Theistic Belief"? 

But how shall we construe "theistic belief" here? I have been speak
ing of "belief in God"; but this is not entirely accurate. For the subject 
under discussion is not really the rational acceptability of belief in God, 
but the rationality of belief that God exists- that there is such a person 
as God. And belief in God is not at all the same thing as belief that there 
is such a person as God. To believe that God exists is simply to accept 
as true a certain proposition: perhaps the proposition that there is a per
sonal being who has created the world, who has no beginning, and who 
is perfect in wisdom, justice, knowledge, and power. According to the book 
of James, the devils do that, and they tremble. The devils do not believe 
in God, however; for belief in God is quite another matter. One who re
peats the words of the Apostles' Creed "I believe in God the Father Al
mighty, ... " and means what he says is not simply announcing the fact 
that he accepts a certain proposition as true; much more is involved than 
that. Belief in God means trusting God, accepting God, accepting his pur
poses, committing one's life to him and living in his presence. To the be
liever the entire world speaks of God. Great mountains, surging ocean, 
verdant forests, blue sky and bright sunshine, friends and family, love in 
its many forms and various manifestations- the believer sees these things 
and many more as gifts from God. The universe thus take.5 on a personal 
cast for him; the fundamental truth about reality is truth about a person. 
So believing in God is indeed more than accepting the proposition that 
God exists. But if it is more than that, it is also at least that. One cannot 
sensibly believe in God and thank him for the mountains without believ
ing that there is such a person to be thanked and that he is in some way 
responsible for the mountains. Nor can one trust in God and commit one
self to him without believing that he exists; as the author of Hebrews says, 
"He who would come to God must believe that he is and that he is are
warder of those who seek him." (He b. II :6) 

So belief in God must be distinguished from the belief that God 
exists. Having made this distinction, however, I .~hall ignore it for the most 
part, using "belief in God" as a synonym for "belief that there is such 
a person as God." The question I want to address, therefore, is the ques-
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tion whether belief in God- belief in the existence of God- is rationally 
acceptable. But what is it to believe or assert that God exists? Just which 
belief is it into the rational acceptability of which I propose to inquire? 
Which God do I mean to speak of? The answer, in brief, is: the God 
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; the God of Jewish and Christian revela
tion: the God of the Bible. 

To believe that God exists, therefore, is first of all to hold a belief 
of a certain sort- an existential belief. To assert that God exists is to make 
an assertion of a certain sort- an existential assertion. It is to answer at 
the most basic level the ontological question "What is there?" This may 
seem excessively obvious. I would not so much as mention it, were it not 
for the fact that some philosophers and theologians seem to disagree. Oddly 
enough, they seem to use the phrase "belief in. God" and even "belief that 
God exists" in such a way that to believe in God is not to hold any such 
existential beliefs at all. Much of what Rudolph Bultmann says, for exam
ple, seems to suggest that to believe in God is not at all to believe that 
there exists a being of a certain sort. Instead, it is to adopt a certain at
titude or policy, or to make a kind of resolve: the resolve, perhaps, to 
accept and embrace one's finitude, giving up the futile attempt to build 
hedges and walls against guilt, failure, and death. And according to the 
philosopher Richard Braithwaite, a religious assertion is "the assertion of 
an intention to carry out a certain behavioral policy, subsumable under 
a sufficiently general principle to be a moral one, together with the im
plicit statement, but not necessarily the assertion, of certain stories."7 But 
then it looks as if according to Braithwaite when the Christian asserts 
"I believe in God the Father Almighty" he is not, contrary to appearances, 
asserting that he believes that there exists a being of a certain kind; instead 
he is asserting that he intends to carry out a certain behavioral policy. 
As I use the phrase "belief in God," however, that phrase denotes a belief, 
not a resolve or the adoption of a policy. And the assertion that God exists 
is an existential assertion, not the assertion of an intention to carry out 
a certain policy, behavioral or otherwise. To believe or assert that God 
exists is to believe or assert that there exists a being of a certain very spe
cial sort. 

What sort? Some contemporary theologians, under the baneful in
fluence of Kant, apparently hold that the name "God," as used by Chris
tians and others, denotes an idea, or a concept, or a mental construct 
of some kind. The American theologian Gordon Kaufman, for example, 
claims that the word 'God' "raises special problems of meaning because 
it is a noun which by definition refers to a reality transcendent of and 
thus not locatable within experience."8 In a striking echo of one of Kant's 
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famous distinctions, Kaufman distinguishes what he calls the "real refer
ent" of the term "God" from what he calls "the available referent": 

The real referent for "God" is never accessible to us or in any way 
open to our observation or experience. It must remain always an 
unknown X, a mere limiting idea with no content. 9 

For all practical purposes, it is the available referent- a par
ticufar imaginative construct-that bear.~ significantly on human life 
and thought. It is the "available God" whom we have in mind when 
we worship or pray; ... it is the available God in terms of which 
we speak and think whenever we use the word "God." In this sense 
"God" denotes for all practical purposes what is essentially a mental 
or imaginative construct. 10 

Professor John Hick makes a similar suggestion; in his inaugural address 
at the Claremont School of Theology he suggested that when Christians 
speak to God, they are speaking of a certain image, or mental construc
tion, or imaginative creation of some sort. 

Now these are puzzling suggestions. If it is Kaufman's "available 
referent" "in terms of which we speak whenever we use the word 'God'," 
and if the available referent is a mental or imaginative wnstruct, then 
presumably when we say "there is a God" or "God exists" we are affirming 
the existence of a certain kind of mental or imaginative construct. But 
surely we are not. And when Christians say that God has created the world, 
for example, are they really claiming that an image or imaginative con
struct, whatever precisely that may be, has created the world"! That seems 
at best preposterous. In any event, the belief I mean to identify and discuss 
is not the belief that there exists some sort of imaginative construct or 
mental construction or anything of the sort. It is instead the belief, first, 
that there exists a person of a certain sort-a being who acts, holds beliefs, 
and has aims and purposes. This person, secondly, is immaterial, exists 
a se, is perfect in goodness, knowledge, and power, and is such that the 
world depends on him for its existence. 

B. Objections to Theistic Belief 

Now many objections have been put forward to belief in God. First, 
there is the claim that as a matter of fact there is no such thing as belief 
in God, because the sentence "God exists" is, strictly speaking, nonsense. 11 

This is the positivists' contention that such sentences as "God exists" are 
unverifiablt and hence "cogn:tively mear.ingle~s" (to u~e their charming 
phrase), in which case they altogether fail to express propositions. On this 
view those who claim to believe in God are in the pitiable position of 
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claiming to believe a proposition that as a matter of fact does not so much 
as exist. This objection, fortunately, has retreated into the obscurity it 
so richly deserves, and I shall say no more about it. 12 

Second, there is the claim that belief in God is internally inconsistent 
in that it is impossible, in the broadly logical sense, that there be any such 
person as theists say God is. For example, theists say that God is a person 
who has no body but nonetheless acts in the world; some philosophers 
have retorted that the idea of a bodiless person is impossible, and the 
idea of a bodiless person acting is obviously impossible. Some versions 
of some of these objections are of great interest, but I do not propose 
to discuss them here. Let me just record my opinion that none of them 
is at all compelling; so far as I can see, the concept of God is perfectly 
coherent. Third, some critics have urged that the existence of God is in
compatible with other beliefs that are plainly true and typically accepted 
by theists. The most widely urged objection to theistic belief, the deduc
tive argument from evil, falls into this category. According to this objec
tion the existence of an omnipotent, omniscient, and wholly good God 
is logically incompatible with the presence of evil in the world- a presence 
conceded and indeed insisted upon by theists. 13 For their part, theists have 
argued that there is no inconsistency here; 14 and I think the present con
sensus, even among those who urge some form of the argument from evil, 
is that the deductive form of the argument from evil is unsuccessful. 

More recently, philosophers have claimed that the existence of God, 
while perhaps not inconsistent with the existence of the amount and kinds 
of evil we actually find, is at any rate unlikely or improbable with respect 
to it; that is, the probability of God's existence with respect to evil is less 
than that of its denial with respect to evil. Hence the existence of God 
is improbable with respect to what we know. But if theistic belief is im
probable with respect to what we know, then, so goes the claim, it is irra
tional or intellectually improper to accept it. Although this objection
the probabilistic argument from evil- is not of central concern here, it 
bears an interesting relation to one of my main topics- the question whether 
belief in God is properly basic. So suppose we briefly examine it. The 
objector claims that 

(1) God is the omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good creator of the 
world 

is improbable or unlikely with respect to the amounts and varieties of 
evil we find in the world. Perhaps some of the evil is necessary to achieve 
certain good states of affairs, but there is so much evil, much of which 
seems, on the face ofth;ngs, uuerly gratuitous. The objector claims, there
fore, that (I) is improbable or unlikely, given 
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(2) There are IQll turps of evil 

where the turp is the basic unit of evil- equal, as you may have guessed, 
to 1/1013 (the evil in the actual world). 

The burden of the free-will defense is that it is possible that it was not within 
God's power to create a world containing as much good as the actual world con
tains but fewer than 10" turps of evil- and this even if God is omniscient and 
omnipotent. That is, it could be that 

(3) God is the omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good creator of the world, 
and it was not within his power to create a world containing more good 
than the actual world contains but fewer than 10 13 lurps of evil. 

Let us suppose, for the moment, that (3) is indeed possible. It is a familiar theorem 
of the probability calculus that 

(4) If A entails Band B is improbable on C: then A is improbable on C. 

Hence if (I) is improbable or unlikely on (2). then (3) is improbable on (2). The 
objector is therefore committed to supposing that (3) is unlikely or improbable on (2). 

Now I have argued elsewhere "that it is quite implausible to suppose (3) un
likely or improbable given the truth of (2), and hence implausible to suppose that 

(I) is improbable on (2). Call this response to the objector "the low-road reply." 
Here 1 want to pursue instead the high-mad reply. 

Suppose we stipulate for purposes of argument that (I) is in fact 
improbable on (2). Let us agree that it is unlikely, given the existence of 
10 13 turps of evil, that the world has been created by a God who is perfect 
in power, knowledge, and goodness. What is supposed to follow from that? 
How is this to be construed as an objection to theistic belief? How does 
the argument go from there? It does not follow, of course, that theism 
is false. Nor does it follow that one who accepts both (I) and (2) (and, 
let us add, recognizes that (I) is improbable with respect to (2)) has an 
irrational system of beliefs or is in any way guilty of noetic impropriety. 
For it could be, obviously enough, that (I) is improbable with respect to 
(2) but probable with respect to something else we know. I might know, 
for example, both that 

and 

(5) Feike is a Frisian, and 9 out of 10 Frisians cannot swim, 

(6) Feike is a Frisian lifeguard, and 99 out of 100 Frisian lifeguards 
can swim; 

it is plausible to hold that 
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(7) Feike can swim 

is probable with respect to (6) but improbable with respect to (5). If, fur
thermore, (5) and (6) are all we know about Feike's swimming ability, then 
the view that he can swim is epistemically more acceptable for us than 
the view that he cannot- even though we know something with respect 
to which the former is improbable. 

Indeed, we might very well know both (5) and (7); we might very 
well know a pair of propositions A and B such that A is improbable on 
B. So even if it were a fact that (2) is evidence against (I) or that (I) is 
improbable on (2), that fact would not be of much consequence. But then 
how can this objection be developed? How can the objector proceed? 

Presumably what he means to hold is that (1) is improbable, not 
just on (2) but on some appropriate body of total evidence- perhaps all 
the evidence the theist has, or perhaps the body of evidence he is rationally 
obliged to have. The objector must be supposing that there is a relevant 
body of total evidence here, a body of evidence that includes (2); and his 
claim is that (1) is improbable with respect to this relevant body of total 
evidence. 

Suppose we step back a moment and reconsider the overall structure 
of the probabilistic argument. The objector's claim is that the theist is 
irrational in accepting belief in God because it is improbable with respect 
to (2), the proposition that there are lQB turps of evil- a proposition whose 
truth the theist acknowledges. As we have seen, however, even if the exis
tence of God is improbable with respect to (2), that fact is utterly insuffi
cient for demonstrating irrationality in the theist's structure of beliefs; 
there may be many propositions A and B such that even though A is im
probable on B, we can nonetheless accept both in perfect propriety. What 
the objector must be supposing, then, is something like this. For any theist 
T you pick, there is a set of propositions Ts that constitute his total evi
dence; and now for any proposition A the theist accepts, he is rational 
in accepting A only if A is not improbable with respect to T

5
• And the 

objector's claim is that the existence of God is improbable with respect 
to T

5 
for any (or nearly any) theist. 
Suppose we say that Ts is the theist's evidential set. This is the set 

of propositions to which, as we might put it, his beliefs are responsible. 
A belief is rationally acceptable for him only if it is not improbable with 
respect to T

5
• Now so far we have not been told what sorts of proposi

tions are to be found in T,. Perhaps these are the propositions the theist 
knows to be true, or perhaps the largest subset of his beliefs that he can 
rationally accept without evidence from other propositions, or perhaps 
the set of propositions he knows immediately- knows, but does not know 
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on the basis of other propositions. However exactly we characterize this 
set T5 , the presently pressing question is this: Why cannot belief in God 
be itself a member of T

5
? Perhaps for the theist- for some theists, at any 

rate- belief in God is a member of T
5

, in which case it obviously will 
not be improbable with respect to T

5
• Perhaps the theist is entirely within 

his epistemic rights in starting from belief in God, taking that proposition 
to be one of the ones probability with respect to which determines the 
rational propriety of other beliefs he holds. If so, the fact, if it is a fact, 
that theistic belief is improbable with respect to the existence of evil does 
not even begin to show that the theist is irrational in accepting it. The 
high-road reply to the probabilistic argument from evil, therefore, leads 
directly to one of the questions I am fundamentally concerned with: What 
sorts of beliefs, if any, is it rational or reasonable to start from? Which 
beliefs are such that one may properly accept them without evidence, that 
is, without the evidential support of other beliefs? One who offers the 
probabilistic argument from evil simply assumes that belief in God does 
not have that status; but perhaps he is mistaken. 

C. The Evidentialist Objection Stated 

Now suppose we turn explicit attention to the evidentialist objec
tion. Many philosophers have endorsed the idea that the strength of one's 
belief ought always to be proportional to the strength of the evidence for 
that belief. Thus, according to John Locke a mark of the rational person 
is "the not entertaining any proposition wilh greater assurance than the 
proofs it is built upon will warrant." Acwrding Lo David Hume "A wise 
man ... proportions his belief to the evidence." In the nineteenth century 
we have W. K. Clifford, that "delicious enfant terrible" as William James 
calls him, insisting that it is wicked, immoral, monstrous, and maybe even 
impolite to accept a belief for which you do not have sufficient evidence: 

Whoso would deserve well of his fellows in this matter will guard 
the purity of his belief with a very fanaticism of jealous care, lest 
at any time it should rest on an unworthy object, and catch a stain 
which can never be wiped away. 16 

He adds that if a 

belief has been accepted on insufficient evidence, the pleasure is a 
stolen one. Not only does it deceive ourselves by giving us a sense 
of power which we do not really possess, but it is sinful, because 
it is stolen tn defiance of our duty to man!<ind. That duty is to guard 
ourselves from such beliefs as from a pestilence, which may shortly 
master our body and spread to the rest of the town. (184) 
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And finally: 

To sum up: it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone to believe 
anything upon insufficient evidence. (186) 

(It is not hard to detect, in these quotations, the "tone of robustious pa
thos" with which James credits him.) Clifford, of course, held that one 
who accepts belief in God does accept that belief on insufficient evidence 
and has therefore defied his duty to mankind. More recently, Bertrand 
Russell has endorsed the same idea: "Give to any hypothesis which is worth 
your while to consider," he says, "just that degree of credence which the 
evidence warrants"; and in his view the evidence warrants no credence in 
the existence of God. 

1. A. Flew: The Presumption of Atheism 

Still more recently Anthony Flew has commended what he calls Clif
ford's "luminous and compulsive essay" (perhaps "compulsive" here is to 
be understood as "compelling"); and Flew goes on to claim that there is, 
in his words, a "presumption of atheism." What is a presumption of athe
ism, and why should we think there is one? Flew puts it as follows: 

What I want to examine is the contention that the debate about the 
existence of God should properly begin from the presumption of 
atheism, that the onus of proof must lie upon the theist. 

The word 'atheism,' however, has in this contention to be con
strued unusually. Whereas nowadays the usual meaning of 'atheist' 
in English is 'someone who asserts there is no such being as God,' 
I want the word to be understood not positively but negatively. I 
want the original Greek preface 'a' to be read in the same way in 
'atheist' as it is customarily read in such other Greco-English words 
as 'amoral,' 'atypical,' and 'asymmetrical.' In this interpretation an 
atheist becomes: not someone who positively asserts the non-existence 
of God; but someone who is simply not a theist. 17 

What the protagonist of my presumption of atheism wants 
to show is that the debate about the existence of God ought to be 
conducted in a particular way, and that the issue should be seen in 
a certain perspective. His thesis about the onus of proof involves 
that it is up to the theist: first to introduce and to defend his pro
posed concept of God; and second, to provide sufficient reason for 
believing that this com:epl or his does in fact have an application. 
(14-15) 
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How shall we understand this? What does it mean, for example, 
to say that the debate "should properly begin from the presumption of 
atheism?" What sorts of things do debates begin from, and what is it for 
one to begin from such a thing? Perhaps Flew means something like this: 
to speak of where a debate should begin is to speak of the sorts of premises 
to which the affirmative and negative sides can properly appeal in arguing 
their cases. Suppose you and I are debating the question whether, say, 
the United States has a right to seize Mideast oil fields if the OPEC coun
tries refuse to sell us oil at what we think is a fair price. I take the affir
mative and produce for my conclusion an argument one of whose prem
ises is the proposition that the United States has indeed a right to seize 
these oil fields under those conditions. Doubtless that maneuver would 
earn me few points. Similarly, a debate about the existence of God cannot 
sensibly start from the assumption that God does indeed exist. That is 
to say, the affirmative cannot properly appeal, in its arguments, to such 
premises as that there is such a person as God; if she could, she would 
have much too easy a time of it. So in this sense of "start" Flew is quite 
right: the debate cannot start from the assumption that God exists. 

Of course, it is also true that the debate cannot start from the assump
tion that God does not exist; using "atheism" in its ordinary sense, there 
is equally a presumption of aatheism. So it looks as if there is in Flew's 
sense a presumption of atheism, alright, but in that same sense an equal 
presumption of aatheism. If this is what Flew means, then what he says 
is entirely correct, if something of a truism. 

In other passages, however, Flew seems to understand the presump-
tion of atheism in quite a different fashion: 

It is by reference to this inescapable demand for grounds that the 
presumption of atheism is justified. If it is to be established that 
there is a God, then we have to have good grounds for believing that 
this is indeed so. Until or unless some such grounds are produced 
we have literally no reason at all for believing; and in that situation 
the only reasonable posture must be that of either the negative atheist 
or the agnostic. (22) 

Here we have a claim much more contentious than the mere suggestion 
that a debate about the existence of God ought not to start from the assump
tion that indeed there is such a person as God; here Flew is claiming that 
it is irrational or unreasonable to accept theistic belief in the absence of 
arguments or evidence for the existence of God. That is, Flew claims that 
if we know of no propositions !hat serve as evidence for God's existence, 
then we cannot rationally believe in God. And of course Flew, along with 
Russell, Clifford, and many others, holds that in fact there arc not suffi-
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cient grounds or evidence for belief in God. Flew, therefore, seems to en
dorse the following two principles: 

and 

(8) It is irrational or unreasonable to accept theistic belief in the 
absence of sufficient evidence or reasons 

(9) We have no evidence or at any rate not sufficient evidence for 
the proposition that God exists. 

2. M. Scriven: Atheism Is Obligatory in the Absence of Evidence. 

According to Michael Scriven, if the arguments for God's existence 
. fail, then the only rational posture is not merely not believing in God; 
it is atheism, the belief that there is no God. Speaking of the theistic proofs, 
he says, "It will now be shown that if they fail, there is no alternative 
to atheism." 18 He goes on to say: "we need not have a proof that God 
does not exist in order to justify atheism. Atheism is obligatory in the 
absence of any evidence for God's existence .... The proper alternative, 
where there is no evidence, is not mere suspension of belief, e.g., about 
Santa Claus; it is disbelief". (103) But Scriven's claim seems totally arbi
trary. He holds that if the arguments for God's existence fail and the 
arguments against God's existence also fail, then atheism is rationally 
obligatory. If you have no evidence for the existence of God, then you 
are rationally obliged to believe there is no God- whether or not you have 
any evidence against the existence of God. The first thing to note, then, 
is that Scriven is not treating 

(10) God exists 

and 

( 11) God does not exist 

in the same way. He claims that if there is no evidence for (10), then the 
only rational course is to believe its denial, namely (11). But of course 
he does not propose the same treatment for (11); he does not suggest that 
if there is no evidence for (11), then we are rationally obliged to believe 
its denial, namely (1 0). (If he did propose that (11) should be treated like 
(10), then he would be committed to supposing that if we had no evidence 
either way, the rational thing to do would be to believe the denial of (10), 
namely (ll), and also the denial of (11), namely (10).) Why then does he 
propose this lack of parity between (10) and (il)? What is the justification 
for treating these propositions so differently? Could not the theist just 
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as sensibly say, "If the arguments for atheism fail and there is no evidence 
for (II), then theism is rationally obligatory"? Scriven's claim, initially 
at any rate, looks like a piece of merely arbitrary intellectual imperialism. 

Scriven speaks of obligations, duties, with respect to belief: in the absence 
of evidence, he says, atheism is obligatory. What sorts of principles of epistemic 
obligation underlie this claim? Obviously we cannot sensibly hold that for any 
proposition A, if S has no evidence for A, then S is rationally obliged to believe 
-A; for then if S has no evidence for A and also none for -A. Swill be obliged 
to believe both A and -A. Some of what Scriven says suggests that it is just 
existential propositions with respect to which Sis obliged to toe this very demand· 
ing line: 

Recalling that to get even a little evidential support for the existence 
of a Being with supernatural powers will require that that little be of very 
high quality ('little' does not mean 'dubious'), we see that the failure of all 
the arguments, i.e., of all the evidence, will make even agnosticism in the 
wide sense an indefensible exaggeration of the evidential support. (105) 

He then adds, via a footnote: 

Technical note: attempts to formulate the general principle of evidence in
volved here have usually run into difficulties related to those made familiar 
in the paradoxes of confirmation. For example, negative existential hypothe
ses in natural language can be supported by the failure of proofs of their 
contradictories; but positive existential hypotheses are not made plausible 
by the failure of disproofs of their denials. (105) 

Perhaps the last sentence is the key: Scriven believes that positive existential hy
potheses have a very different standing from negative existential hypotheses. In 
the absence of evidence, he seems to think, one is obliged to believe the denial 
of a positive existential hypothesis, whereas of course the same does not hold 
for negative existential hypotheses. It is hard to see any reason for thus discriminat
ing against positive existential hypotheses-why should they be thought of as less 
credible, ab initio, than negative existential hypotheses? Indeed, ac.:cording to Car
nap and many of his followers, universal propositions have an a priori probability 
of zero; since the negative existential - (3x)Fx is equivalent to a universal proposi
tion ((x)- Fx), it too would have an a priori probability of zero, so that its positive 
existential denial would have an a priori probability of 1.'9 Now it is no doubt 
a bit excessive to claim that the a priori credibility of positive existential proposi
tions is I, but is there any reason to suppose that in the absence of evidence either 
way, negative existentials have a stronger claim on us than positive existentials? 
It is at the least very hard to see what such reason might be. 

In any event Scriven's suggestion is entirely unsuccessful. Consider 

(12) There is at least one human being :hat was not created by God. 

It is a necessary truth that 
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(13) If God exists, then God has created all the human beings there are. 

(If you think (13) is not necessary, then replace "God" in (12) and (13) by "the 
being who is identical with God and has created all the human beings there are.") 
(12) is a positive existential proposition; hence on Scriven's suggestion we ought 
to believe its denial unless we have evidence for it. Hence if the arguments for 
(12) fail, we should accept its denial. But any argument for (12), given the necessity 
of (13), can be transformed into an argument for the nonexistence of God- an 
argument which is successful if the original argument for (11) is. So if the argu
ments for the nonexistence of God fail, then so do the arguments for (12). But, 
by Scriven's principle, if the arguments for (12) fail, we are rationally obliged to 
believe its denial, that is, 

(14) Every human being has been created by God. 

On this principle, therefore, if the arguments against the existence of God fail, 
we are rationally obliged to believe that every human being has been created by 
God; and if both the arguments for and the arguments against the existence of 
God fail, then we are obliged to believe both that God does not exist and that 
we have all been created by him. No doubt Scriven would view this as an unsatis
factor}' result. 

Scriven's extravagant claim, then, does not look at all promising. 
Let us therefore return to the more moderate evidentialist position encap
sulated by 

and 

(8) It is irrational or unreasonable to accept theistic belief in the 
absence of sufficient evidence or reasons 

(9) There is no evidence or at any rate not sufficient evidence for 
the proposition that God exists. 

3. The Evidentialist Objection and Intellectual Obligation 

Now (9) is a strong claim. What about the various arguments that 
have been proposed for the existence of God- the traditional cosmologi
cal and teleological arguments for example? What about the versions of 
the moral argument as developed, for example, by A. E. Taylor and more 
recently by Robert Adams? What about the broadly inductive or probabi
listic arguments developed by F. R. Tennant, C. S. Lewis, E. L. Mascall, 
Basil Mitchell, Richard Swinburne, and others? What about the ontologi
cal argument in its contemporary versions? 20 Do none of these provide 
evidence? Notice: the question is not whether these arguments, taken sin
gly or in combinations, constitute proofs of God's existence; no doubt 
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they do not. The question is only whether someone might be rationally 
justified in believing in the existence of God on the basis of the alleged 
evidence offered by them; and that is a radically different question. 

At present, however, I am interested in the objector's other premise 
-the claim that it is irrational or unreasonable to accept theistic belief 
in the absence of evidence or reasons. Why suppose that is true? Why 
should we think a theist must have evidence, or reason to think there is 
evidence, if he is not to be irrational? Why not suppose, instead, that he 
is entirely within his epistemic rights in believing in God's existence even 
if he has no argument or evidence at all? This is what I want to investigate. 
Suppose we begin by asking what the objector means by describing a be
lief as irrational. What is the force of his claim that theistic belief is irra· 
tiona!, and how is it to be understood? The first thing to see is that this 
objection is rooted in a normative view. It lays down conditions that must 
be met by anyone whose system of beliefs is rational, and here "rational" 
is to be taken as a normative or evaluative term. According to the objector 
there is a right way and a wrong way with respect to belief. People have 
respomibilities, duties, and obligations with respect to their believings just 
as with respect to their actions, or if we think believings are a kind of 
action, their other actions. Professor Brand Blanshard puts this clearly: 

everywhere and always belief has an ethical aspect. There is such 
a thing as a general ethics of the intellect. The main principle of 
that ethic I hold to be the same inside and outside religion. This 
principle is simple and sweeping: Equate your assent to the evidence. 11 

and according to Michael Scriven 

Now even belief in something for which there is no evidence, i.e., 
a belief which goes beyond the evidence, although a lesser .sin than 
belief in something which is contrary to well-established laws, is plainly 
irrational in that it simply amounts to attaching belief where it is 
not justified. So the proper alternative, when there is no evidence, 
is not mere suspension of belief, e.g., about Santa Claus; it is dis
belief. It most certainly is not faith. 22 

Perhaps this sort of obligation is really just a special case of a more gen
eral moral obligation; perhaps, on the other hand, it is unique and sui 
generis. In any event, says the objector, there are such obligations: to con
form to them is to be rational and to go against them is to be irrational. 

Now here what the objector says seems plausible; there do seem to 
be duties and obligations with respect to belief, or at any rate in the gen
eral neighborhood of belief. One's own welfare and that of others some
times depends on what one believes. If we are descending the Grand Teton 
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and I am setting the anchor for the 120-foot rappel into the Upper Saddle, 
I have an obligation to form such beliefs as this anchor point is solid only 
after careful scrutiny and testing. One commissioned to gather intelligence 
-the spies Joshua sent into Canaan, for example-has an obligation to 
get it right. I have an obligation with respect to the belief that Justin Mar
tyr was a Greek apologist- an obligation arising from the fact that I teach 
medieval philosophy, must make a declaration on this issue, and am obliged 
not to mislead my students here. The precise nature of these obligations 
may be hard to specify: What exactly is my obligation here? Am I obliged 
to believe that Justin Martyr was a Greek apologist if and only if Justin 
Martyr was a Greek apologist? Or to form a belief on this topic only 
after the appropriate amount of checking and investigating? Or maybe 
just to tell the students the truth about it, whatever I myself believe in 
the privacy of my own study? Or to tell them what is generally thought 
by those who should know? In the rappel case, do I have a duty to believe 
that the anchor point is solid if and only if it is? Or only only if it is? 
Or just to check carefully before forming the belief? Or perhaps there 
is no obligation to believe at all, but instead an obligation to act on a 
certain belief only after appropriate investigation. In any event, it seems 
plausible to hold that there are obligations and norms with respect to be
lief, and I do not intend to contest this assumption. 

These duties or obligations with respect to belief- call them "intellectual 
duties"- may assume a wide variety of forms. There may be duties with respect 
to acquiring belief; perhaps there are ways of acquiring belief such that one is 
rationally obliged to try not to acquire belief in those ways. There may be duties 
pertaining to the sustaining of a belief; perhaps there are conditions under which 
one is obliged to try to maintain a belief, other circumstances in which one ought 
to be willing to consider giving it up, and still others in which one's epistemic 
duty is to try to divest oneself of it. There may be other sorts of epistemic duties: 
duties having to do with the strength of belief, with one's openness to the influence 
of one's elders and betters, and the like. · 

Furthermore, these duties can be understood in several ways. First, we could 
construe them teleologically; we could adopt an intellectual utilitarianism. Here 
the rough idea is that our intellectual obligations arise out of a connection be
tween our beliefs and what is intrinsically good and intrinsically bad; and our 
intellectual obligations are just special cases of the general obligation so to act 
as to maximize good and minimize evil. Perhaps this is how W. K. Clifford thinks 
of the matter. If people accepted such propositions as this DC/0 is airworthy when 
the evidence is insufficient, the consequences could be disastrous; so perhaps some 
of us, at any rate, have an obligation to believe that proposition only in the pres
ence of adequate evidence. The inteliectual•Jtilitarian could be an idea/utilitarian; 
he could llOid that certain epistemic states are intrinsically valuable- knowledge, 
perhaps, or believing the truth, or a skeptical and judicial temper that is not blown 
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about by every wind of doctrine. Among our duties, then, is a duty to try to bring 
about these valuable states of affairs. Perhaps this is how Professor Chisholm 
is to be understood when he says: 

Let us consider the concept of what might be called an "intellectual require
ment." We may assume that every person is subject to a purely intellectual 
requirement: that of trying his best to bring it about that, for every proposi
tion that he considers, he accepts it if and only if it is true. 21 

Of course a person could fulfill this obligation just by trying to bring it about 
that he considered only a few utterly obvious propositions; he might ask his friends, 
perhaps never to mention to him any but the most obvious truths- truths of ele
mentary arithmetic, for example. Presumably something must be said about a 
willingness to consider many propositions and many different kinds of proposi
tions. But that there is something like the obligation Chisholm mentions is surely 
plausible. 

Second, we could construe intellectual obligations aretaically: the objector 
could adopt what Professor Frankena calls a "mixed ethics of virtue" with respect 
to the intellect. There are valuable noetic or intellectual stales (whether intrinsi
cally or extrinsically valuable); there are also the corresponding intellectual vir
tues, the habits of acting so as to produce or promote or enhance those valuable 
states. One's intellectual obligations, then, are to try to produce aud enhance these 
intellectual virtues in oneself and others. 

Third, we could construe intellectual obligations deontologically; we could 
adopt a pure ethics of obligation with respect to the intellect. Perhaps there are 
intellectual obligations that do not arise from any connection with good or evil 
but attach to us just by virtue of our being the sorts of creatures we are and having 
the sorts of noetic powers we do in fact display. The above quotation from Chis
holm could also be understood along these lines. Intellectual obligations, there
fore, can be construed variously. and of course there will be intellectual permis
sions corresponding appropriately to the obligations. 

Now perhaps the evidentialist objector thinks there are intellectual 
obligations of the following sorts. With respect to certain kinds of propo
sitions perhaps I have a duty not to believe them unless I have evidence 
for them. Perhaps I have a duty not to accept the denial of an apparently 
self-evident proposition unless I can see that it conflicts with other propo
sitions that seem self-evident. Perhaps I have a duty to accept such a propo
sition as I see a tree under certain conditions that are hard to spell out 
in detail but include at least my entertaining that proposition and my hav
ing a certain characteristic sort of visual experience along with no reason 
to think my perceptual apparatus is malfunctioning. 

Of course these obligations would be prima facie obligations; in spe
cial sorts of circumstances they could be overridden by other obligations. 
I have an obligation not to take bread from the grocery store without per-
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mission and another to tell the truth. Both sorts of obligation can be over
ridden, in specific circumstances, by other obligations- in the first case, 
perhaps, an obligation to feed my starving children and in the second (when 
the Nazis are pounding on the door) an obligation to protect a human 
life. So we must distinguish prima facie duties or obligations from all
things-considered or on-balance (ultima facie?) obligations. I have a prima 
facie obligation to tell the truth; in a given situation, however, that obli
gation may be overridden by others, so that my duty, all things considered, 
is to tell a lie. This is the grain of truth contained in situation ethics and 
the ill-named "new morality." 

And prima facie intellectual obligations, like obligations of other 
sorts, can conflict. Perhaps I have a prima facie obligation to believe what 
seems to me self-evident, and what seems to me to follow self-evidently 
from what seems to me self-evident. But what if, as in the Russell para
doxes, something that seems self-evidently false apparently follows, self
evidently, from what seems self-evidently true? Here prima facie intellec
tual obligations conflict, and no matter what I do, I will violate a prima 
facie obligation. Another example: in reporting the Grand Teton rappel 
I neglected to mention the violent electrical storm coming in from the 
southwest; to escape it we must get off in a hurry, so that I have a prima 
facie obligation to inspect the anchor point carefully, but another to set 
up the rappel rapidly, which means I cannot spend a lot of time inspecting 
the anchor point. 

Thus lightly armed, suppose we return to the evidentialist objector. 
Does he mean to hold that the theist without evidence is violating some 
intellectual obligation? If so, which one? Does he claim, for example, that 
the theist is violating his all-things-considered intellectual obligation in 
thus believing? Perhaps he thinks anyone who believes in God without 
evidence is violating his all-things-considered intellectual duty. This, how
ever, seems unduly harsh. What about the 14-year-old theist brought up 
to believe in God in a community where everyone believes? This 14-year
old theist, we may suppose, does not believe in God on the basis of evi
dence. He has never heard of the cosmological, teleological, or ontological 
arguments; in fact no one has ever presented him with any evidence at 
all. And although he has often been told about God, he does not take 
that testimony as evidence; he does not reason thus: everyone around here 
says God loves us and cares for us; most of what everyone around here 
says is true; so probably that is true. Instead, he simply believes what he 
is taught. Is he violating an all-things-considered intellectual duty? Surely 
not. And what about the mature theist- Thomas Aquinas, let us say
who thinks he does have adequate evidence? Let us suppose he is wrong; 
let us suppose all of his arguments are failures. Nevertheless he has re-
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fleeted long, hard, and conscientiously on the matter and thinks he does 
have adequate evidence. Shall we suppose he is violating an all-things
considered intellectual duty here? I should think not. So construed, the 
objector's contention is totally implausible. 

Perhaps, then, the objector is to be under.~tood as claiming that there 
is a prima facie intellectual duty not to believe in God without evidence. 
This duty can be overridden by circumstances, of course, but there is a 
prima facie obligation to believe propositions of this sort only on the basis 
of evidence. The theist without evidence, he adds, is flouting this obliga
tion and is therefore not living up to his intellectual obligations. But here 
too there are problems. The suggestion is that r now have the prima facie 
duty to comply with the following command: either have evidence or do 
not believe. But this may be a command I cannot obey. I may not know 
of any way to acquire evidence for this proposition; and of course if the 
objector is right, there is no adequate evidence for it. But it is also not 
within my power to refrain from believing this proposition. My beliefs 
are not for the most part directly within my control. If you order me now, 
for example, to cease believing that the earth is very old, there is no way 
I can comply with your order. But in the same way it is not now within 
my power to cease believing in God now. So this alleged prima facie duty 
is one such that it is not within my power to comply with it. But how 
can I have a duty, prima facie or otherwise, to do what it is not within 
my power to do? 

4. Can I Have Intellectual Obligations If My Beliefs 
Are Not within My Control? 

This is a difficult and vexing question. The suggestion here is that 
I cannot now have a prima facie obligation to comply with a command 
which it is not now within my power to obey. Since what I believe is not 
normally within my power, I cannot have an obligation to believe a certain 
proposition or to refrain from believing it; but then, contra the objector, 
I do not have an obligation to refrain from believing in God if I have 
no evidence. This response to the objector is, I think, inadequate. In the 
first place the response is unbecoming from the theist, since many of those 
who believe in God follow St. Paul (for example, Romans I) in holding 
that under certain circumstances failure to believe in God is culpable. And 
there are cases where most of us- theist and non theist alike- do in fact 
believe that a person is culpable or condemnable for holding a given be
lid, as well as cases where we held a person responsible for not accepting 
certain beliefs. Consider the following. Suppose someone comes to believe 
that Jews are inferior, in some important way, to Gentiles. Suppose he 
goes on to conclude that Jews should not be permitted to share public 
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facilities such as restaurants and hotels with the rest of us. Further reflec
tion leads him to the view that they should not be provided with the pro
tection of law and that the rest of us have a right to expropriate their 
property if that is convenient. Finally, he concludes that they ought to 
be eliminated in order to preserve the purity of the alleged Aryan race. 
After soul-searching inquiry he apparently believes in all honesty that it 
is his duty to do what he can to see that this view is put into practice. 
A convincing sort, he gets the rest of us to see things his way: we join 
him in his pogroms, and his policy succeeds. 

Now many of us will agree that such a person is culpable and guilty. 
But wherein does his guilt consist? Not, presumably, in doing what he 
believes he ought to do, in trying to carry out his duty as he sees it. Sup
pose, to vary the example, he tries to encourage and institute these abhor
rent policies at considerable cost to himself: he loses his job; his friends 
turn their backs on him; he is finally arrested and thrown into prison. 
Nonetheless he valiantly persists. Does he not deserve moral credit for 
doing what he sees as his duty? His guilt, surely, does not consist solely 
in his taking the actions he takes; at least part of the guilt lies in accepting 
those abhorrent views. If he had not acted on his beliefs- out of fear 
of the consequences, perhaps- would he not have been guilty nonethe
less? He would not have caused as much trouble, but would he not have 
been guilty? I should think so. We do in fact sometimes think that a per
son is guilty- has violated norms or obligations- by virtue of the beliefs 
he holds. 

We might suppose, following Alan Donagan, 24 that a person is blameworthy 
for his beliefs only if he has arrived at them carelessly or dishonestly. But the 
fact is, I think, that if someone held the sort of heinous views I mentioned above, 
we would consider him blameworthy and guilty even if appearances supported 
his claim that he arrived at these views only after careful, conscientious, and soul
searching inquiry. 

Further, suppose we did hold that a person could not be guilty by virtue 
of accepting beliefs he is led to by conscientious and honest inquiry. What is the 
importance of the qualifying clause? Well, we think that the person who arrives 
at his noxious views by such inquiry has at any rate done his best; and even if 
he arrives at the wrong views, we can ask no more of him than that he do his 
best. On the other hand, the person who arrives at similar views carelessly or thought
lessly is in the wrong for not having exercised sufficient care. But what if a person 
holds the view that honest and careful inquiry nearly always leads one astray? 
What if he believes that those views are nearest the truth that have been arrived 
at, not by inquiry, honest or otherwise, but on impulse? Or suppose he holds that 
how one arrives at beliefs is of no consequence; what counts is only the depth 
and passion and persistence with whi!::h one holds them. Suppose he then holds 
his offensive beliefs with depth and passion and persistence; can he be guilty by 
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virtue of holding beliefs he has acquired and holds in just the way he thinks beliefs 
ought to be acquired and held? Is he not then doing his best, and can we expect 
more of him? If doing one's best excuses holding heinous beliefs arrived at through 
honest inquiry, then does it not equally excuse S's holding heinous beliefs arrived 
at in whatever way S thinks beliefs ought to be arrived at-no matter what way 
S thinks beliefs ought to be arrived at? But could a person really escape guilt 
for offensive racial views, for example, by pleading that while he had arrived at 
these views impulsively and without thought, that is how he thought such views 
ought to be arrived at? And what about the person who accepts the view that 
there really are no moral distinctions- that the whole institution of morality is 
a confused and superstitious remnant of the infancy of our race'! Could a person 
escape accountability for his actions by virtue of his failure to believe in accounta
bility? These are difficult questions, but I think the answer in each case is No. 
A person who carelessly arrives at morally repugnant beliefs is guilty even if he 
holds that beliefs should be arrived at carelessly. A person who does not accept 
morality at all can nonetheless be guilty. 

Or so, at any rate, we ordinarily think. Part of the explanation of our so 
thinking, I believe, lies in our views as to what sorts of beliefs a person of good 
will can virtuously acquire. We do not think any normal human being could honestly 
arrive at the view that it does not matter how one treats his fellows, that if inOict
ing severe pain on someone else affords a certain mild pleasure, then there can 
be no real objection to so doing. We do not believe anyone of good will could 
honestly come to the conclusion that, say, an entire racial group could rightly 
be eliminated to avoid the possibility of racial contamination. It is not, of course, 
that we think it logically impossible that someone should honestly arrive at this 
view; it is rather that we think it simply would not or could not happen, given 
what is in fact the makeup of human beings. If we are theists, we will perhaps 
believe that God has created us in such a way that we can simply see that heinous 
actions are indeed heinous; and if a normal person comes to believe that such 
actions are perfectly right and proper, it must be because of some fault in him. 
Perhaps at some time in the past he decided to accept these views, and the pressure 
of that commitment has brought it about that now in fa~.:t he does believe them. 
A part of what is involved in our blaming people for holding corrupt beliefs, I 
think, is our supposing that the normal human condition is to reject them, just 
as the normal human condition is to accept modus ponens, say, as valid. We think 
a normal human being will find injustice- the sort depicted, for example, in the 
story the prophet Nathan told King David- despicable and odious. In the face 
of this natural tendency or prompting, to a~.:cept the view that such behavior is 
perfectly proper requires something like a special act of will-a special act of ill 
will. Such a person, we think, knows better, chooses what in some sense he knows 
to be wrong. And if we think a person really lacks this inclination to see some 
actions as morally wrong, then we do not hold him responsible; we think instead 
that he is in some way defective. According to the McNaughton Rule, one who 
does not know lh:: difier~nce between right ami wrong is in fact insane and ac-cord
ingly cannot be brought to trial. One who cannot ~ee the difference between right 
and wrong is like someone who was born blind, or is unable to do elementary 
arithmetical calculations, or cannot see that modus ponens is valid. 
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So we do find some opinions and views morally objectionable. We also ob
ject, from a moral point of view, to some kinds of conscientious action; we hold 
that a person may be doing what is wrong or wicked in acting a certain way, even 
if he thinks that way of acting is morally permissible-even, indeed, if he thinks 
that way of acting is his duty. Our objection here is that we believe he ought not 
to think that way of acting is permissible or obligatory; the fact that he does think 
so shows that if he is a normal, well-formed human being, then at some point 
he has made a morally wrong decision. We think those whom we hold responsible 
for their views really know better. They have rejected what is plain to anyone of 
good will. They have ignored or suppressed the promptings and leadings of nature
the natural tendency to find unjust behavior reprehensible, for example- and have 
instead chosen a different route- perhaps one that legitimizes a desire for self
aggrandizement, one that gives free rein to that perverse and aboriginal sin, pride. 
Even if our beliefs are not directly within our control, therefore, most of us recog
nize that a person can be guilty or culpable by virtue of the beliefs he holds. 

The theist, accordingly, should not reply to the evidentialist objector 
by claiming that since our beliefs are not within our control, we cannot 
have a prima facie duty to refrain from believing certain propositions. 
But there is a second reason why this response to the evidentialist is inade
quate. I have been using the terms "accept" and "believe" interchangeably, 
but in fact there is an important distinction they can nicely be used to 
mark. This distinction is extremely hard to make clear but nonetheless, 
I think, important. Perhaps we can make an initial stab at it as follows. 
Consider a Christian beset by doubts. He has a hard time believing certain 
crucial Christian claims-perhaps the teaching that God was in Christ, 
reconciling the world to himself. Upon calling that belief to mind, he finds 
it cold, lifeless, without warmth or attractiveness. Nonetheless he is com
mitted to this belief; it is his position; if you ask him what he thinks about 
it, he will unhesitatingly endorse it. He has, so to speak, thrown in his 
lot with it. Let us say that he accepts this proposition, even though when 
he is assailed by doubt, he may fail to believe it-at any rate explicitly-to 
any appreciable degree. His commitment to this proposition may be much 
stronger than his explicit and occurrent belief in it; so these two- that 
is, acceptance and belief- must be distinguished. 

Take another example. A person may accept the proposition that 
alleged moral distinctions are unreal, and our tendency to make them is 
a confused and superstitious remnant of the infancy of our race- while 
nonetheless sometimes finding himself compelled to believe, for example, 
that gross injustice is wicked. Such a person adopts as his position the 
proposition that moral distinctions are unreal, and he accepts that propo
sition; bui (at certain times and in certain conditions) he cannot help be
lieving, malgre lui, that such distinctions are not unreal. In the same way, 
someone with solipsistic inclination- acquired, perhaps, by an incautious 
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reading of Hume-could accept the proposition that, say, there really is 
no external world- no houses, horses, trucks, or trees- but find himself, 
under certain conditions, regularly believing that there are such things. 

Now I am quite aware that I have not been able to make this dis
tinction between acceptance and belief wholly dear. I think there is such 
a distinction in the neighborhood, however, and I believe it is important. 
It is furthermore one the objector may be able to make use of; for while 
it is plausible to hold that what I believe is not within my direct control, 
it is also plausible co suppose that what I accept is or can be at least in 
part a matter of deliberate decision, a matter of voluntarily taking up 
a certain position. But then the objector can perhaps restate his objection 
in terms of acceptance. Perhaps (because of an unfortunate upbringing, 
let us say) I cannot refrain from believing in God. Nevertheless it is within 
my power, says the evidentialist objector, to refuse to accept that proposi
tion. And now his claim that there are duties with respect to our beliefs 
may be reconstrued as the claim that we have prima facie duties with re
spect to our acceptances, one of these duties being not to accept such 
a proposition as there is such a person as God in the absence of evidence. 

Finally, while we may perhaps agree that what I believe is not di
rectly within my control, some of my beliefs are indirectly within my con
trol, at least in part. First, what I accept has a long-term inOuence upon 
what I believe. If I refuse to accept belief in God, and if I try to ignore 
or suppress my tendency to believe, then perhaps eventually I will no longer 
believe. And as Pascal pointed out, there are other ways to influence one's 
beliefs. Presumably, then, the evidentialist objector could hold that it is 
my prima facie duty not to accept belief in God without evidence, and 
to do what I can to bring it about that I no longer believe. Although it 
is not within my powe.r now to cease believing now, there may be a series 
of actions, such that I can now take the first and, after taking the first, 
will be able to take the second, and so on; and after taking the whole 
series of actions I will no longer believe in God. Perhaps the objector 
thinks it is my prima facie duty to undertake whatever sort of regimen 
will at some time in the future result in my not believing without evidence. 
Perhaps I should attend a Universalist-Unitarian church, for example, and 
consort with members of the Rationalist Society of America. Perhaps I 
should read a Jot of Voltaire and Bertrand Russell and Thomas Paine, 
eschewing St. Augustine and C. S. Lewis and, of course, the Bible. Even 
if I cannot now stop believing without evidence, perhaps there are other 
actions I can take, such that if I were to take them, then at some time 
in the future I will not be in this deplorable condition. 

So far, then, we have been construing the evidenriaiist objt:ctor as 
holding that the theist without sufficient evidence-evidence in. the sense 
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of other propositions that prove or make probable or support the exis
tence of God- is violating a prima facie intellectual obligation of some 
sort. As we have seen, the fact that belief is not within direct control may 
give him pause; he is not, however, without plausible replies. But the fact 
is there is a quite different way of construing the evidentialist objection; 
the objector need not hold that the theist without evidence is violating 
or has violated some duty, prima facie, ultima facie, or otherwise. Con
sider someone who believes that Venus is smaller than Mercury, not be
cause he has evidence, but because he read it in a comic book and always 
believes everything he reads- or consider someone who holds this belief 
on the basis of an outrageously bad argument. Perhaps there is no obli
gation he has failed to meet; nevertheless his intellectual condition is defec
tive in some way; or perhaps alternatively there is a commonly achieved 
excellence he fails to display. Perhaps he is like someone who is easily 
gulled, or has a serious astigmatism, or is unduly clumsy. And perhaps 
the evidentialist objection is to be understood, not as the claim that the 
theist without evidence has failed to meet some obligation, but that he 
suffers from a certain sort of intellectual deficiency. If this is the objector's 
view, then his proper attitude toward the theist would be one of sympathy 
rather than censure. 

But of course the crucial question here is this: Why does the objector 
think these things? Why does he think there is a prima facie obligation 
to try not to believe in God without evidence? Or why does he think that 
to do so is to be in a deplorable condition? Why is it not permissible 
and quite satisfactory to believe in God without any evidence- proof or 
argument- at all? Presumably the objector does not mean to suggest that 
no propositions can be believed or accepted without evidence, for if you 
have evidence for every proposition you believe, then (granted certain plausi
ble assumptions about the formal properties of the evidence relation) you 
will believe infinitely many propositions; and no one has time, these busy 
days, for that. So presumably some propositions can properly be believed 
and accepted without evidence. Well, why not belief in God? Why is it 
not entirely acceptable, desirable, right, proper, and rational to accept be
lief in God without any argument or evidence whatever? 

PART II: AQUINAS AND FOUNDATIONALISM 

In this section I shall give what I take to be the evidentialist objec
tor's answer to these questions; I shall argue that his answer is not in the least 
compeliing and that the prospects for his project «<c not bright. But it is 
not only evidentialist objectors that have thought theists need evidence if 
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their belief is to be rational; many Christians have thought so too. rn par
ticular, many Christian thinkers in the tradition of natural theology have 
thought so. Thomas Aquinas, of course, is the natural theologian par ex
cellence. Thomist thought is also, as it seems to me, the natural starting 
point for philosophical reflection on these topics, Protestant as well as 
Catholic. No doubt there are mountains between Rome and Geneva; never
theless Protestants should in these matters be what Ralph Mcinerny calls 
"peeping Thomists"- at any rate they should begin as peeping Thomists. 
We must therefore look at some of Aquinas' views on these matters. 

A. Aquinas and Evidentialism 

1. Aquinas on Knowledge 

According to Aquinas it is possible for us to have scientific knowledge 
-scientia- of the existence and immateriality. unity, simplicity, and perfec
tion of God. As Aquinas sees it, scientia is knowledge that is inferred 
from what is seen to be true: 

Any science is possessed by virtue of principles known immediately 
and therefore seen. Whatever, then, is an object of science is in some 
sense seen. 25 

Aristotle suggests that the principles of a science must be self-evident; 
and Aquinas sometimes seems to follow him in holding that scientia, prop
erly speaking, consists in a body of propositions deduced syllogistically 
from self-evident first principles- or perhaps scienlia consists not just in 
those syllogistic conclusions but in the syllogisms them.~elves as well. Logic 
and mathematics seem to be the best examples of science so thought of. 
Consider, for example, propositional logic: here one can start from self
evident axioms and procc,ed to deduce theorems by argument forms
modus ponens, for example- that are themselves self-evidently valid in 
an obvious sense. 26 Other good examples of science, so thought of, would 
be first order logic and arithmeticY And here it would be the theorems, 
not the axioms, of these systems that would constitute science. Scientia 
is mediate knowledge, so that one does not have scientia of what is self
evident. Strictly speaking, then, only those arithmetical truths that are 
not self-evident would constitute science. The proposition 3 + I = 4 is un
likely to appear as an axiom in a formulation of arithmetic; since it is 
self-evident, however, it does not constitute scientia, even if it appears as 
a theorem in some ax;omatization of arithmetic. 

Of course the "first principles" of a science- the axioms as opposed 
to the theorems, so to say-are also known. They are known immediately 
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rather than mediately, and are known by "understanding." 

Now a truth can come into the mind in two ways, namely, as known 
in itself, and as known through another. What is known in itself 
is like a principle, and is perceived immediately by the mind. And 
so the habit which perfects the intellect in considering such a truth 
is called 'understanding'; it is a firm and easy quality of mind which 
sees into principles. A truth, however, which is known through an
other is understood by the intellect, not immediately, but through 
an inquiry of reason of which it is the terminus. 28 

Like many of Aquinas' distinctions, this one comes from Aristotle: 

Now of the thinking states by which we grasp truth, some are unfail
ingly true; others admit of error- opinion, for example, and calcula
tion, whereas scientific knowledge and intuition are always true; fur
ther, no other kind of thought except intuition is more accurate than 
scientific knowledge, whereas primary premises are more knowable 
than demonstrations, and all scientific knowledge is discursive. From 
i.hese considerations it follows that there will be no scientific knowl
edge of the primary premises, and since, except intuition, nothing 
can be truer than scientific knowledge, it will be intuition that ap
prehends the primary premises. (Posterior Analytics, Il,I9) 

Following Aristotle, then, Aquinas distinguishes what is self-evident, 
or known through itself (per se nota), from what is known through an
other (per aliud nota); the former are "principles" and are apprehended 
by understanding, while the latter constitute science. Aquinas' central point 
here is that self-evident propositions are known immediately. Consider 
a proposition like 

(1) 2 + 1 = 3 

and contrast it with one like 

(2) 281 X 29 = 8,149. 

We know the first but not the second immediately: we know it, and we 
do not know it by way of inference from other propositions or on the 
basis of our knowledge of other propositions. Instead, we can simply see 
that it is true. Elsewhere Aquinas says that a proposition that is self-evident 
to us (per se notam quod nos) is such that we cannot grasp or apprehend 
it without believing, indeed, knowing it. (2), on the other hand, does not 
have this status for us; few of us can simply see that it is true. Instead 
we must resort to calculation; we go through a chain of infetences, the 
ultimate premises of which are self-evident. 
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Of course self-evident propositions are known, even though they do 
not constitute scientia in the strict sense. Indeed, their epistemic status, 
according to Aquinas, is higher than that of propositions known by dem
onstration. More exactly, our epistemic condition, in grasping a truth of 
this sort, is superior to the condition we are in with respect to a proposi
tion of which we have knowledge by demonstration. The emerging picture 
of scientific knowledge, then, is the one to be found in Aristotle's Pos
terior Analytics: we know what is self-evident and what follows from what 
is self-evident by self-evident argument forms. Knowledge consists of sci
entia and intellectus, or understanding. By understanding we grasp first 
principles, self-evident truths; from these we infer or deduce further truths. 
What we know consists in what we find self-evident together with what 
we can infer from it by logical means. And if we take this picture seriously, 
it looks as if knowledge is restricted to what is necessarily true in the broadly 
logical sense. 29 Presumably a proposition is per se nota only if it is neces
sarily true, and any proposition that follows from necessary truths by self
evident argument forms will itself be necessarily true. As Aristotle puts 
it, "Since the object of pure scientific knowledge cannot be other than 
it is, the truth obtained by demonstrative knowledge [Aquinas' scientia] 
will be necessary." (Posterior Analytics, I, 3) 

As a picture of Aquinas' view of science, however, this is at best 
incomplete; for Aquinas obviously believes we have knowledge, scientific 
knowledge, of much that is not logically necessary. He thinks there is such 
a thing as natural science (scientia natura/is), whose subject matter is change
able material objects: 

On the other hand there is the fact that demonstrative knowledge 
(scientia) is found in the intellect. Had the intellect no knowledge 
of material things, it could not have demonstrative knowledge (scien
tia) of them. Thus there would be no natural science (scientia natu
ra/is) dealing with changeable material beings. (ST, Ia, 84, I) 

Aquinas means to say, furthermore, not merely that in natural science 
we know some necessary truths about contingent and changeable objects 
(as we do in knowing, for example, that whatever is moved is moved by 
another); he means that among the truths we know are such contingent 
propositions as that there is a tree outside the window and that its bran
ches are moving in the wind. 

Thus he objects to Plato's view that what we know are the forms or ideas 
rather than the sensible object~ around us: "This may be shown to be false for 
two reasons. Because first, since the ideas are immaterial and unchanging, demon
strative knowledge of change and matter (such as is characteristic of natural sci-
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ence) would be ruled out, as would any demonstration in terms of material or 
changeable explanatory principle." (ST, Ia, 84, I) 

According to Aquinas, therefore, we have sci entia of what changes, and pre
sumably some of this scientia involves contingent propositions. Indeed Aquinas 
elsewhere holds that the kind of knowledge most characteristic of human beings 
and most proper to them is knowledge of material objects: 

Cognitive faculties are proportioned to their objects. For instance, an an
gel's intellect, which is totally separate from corporeal reality, has as its proper 
object intelligible substances separate from corporeal reality, and it is by 
means of these intelligible objects that it knows material realities. The proper 
object of the human intellect, on the other hand, since it is joined to a body, 
is a nature or whatness (quidditas) found in corporeal matter-the intellect, 
in fact, rises to the limited knowledge it has of invisible things by way of 
the nature of visible things. (ST, Ia, 84, 8 Resp.) 

We know incorporeal realities ... by analogy with sensible bodies, which 
do have images, just as we understand truth in the abstract by a considera
tion of things in which we see truth. (ST, Ia, 84, 8, ad 3) 

There are two sorts of propositions whose truth we simply see. First, there 
are those that are self-evident, or per se nota; these are the object of in
tellectus or understanding, and we see their truth in the way in which we 
see that 2 + I = 3. Second, there are propositions "evident to the senses," 
as he puts it: "That some things move is evident to the senses" (ST, Ia, 
2, 3), as is the proposition that the sun moves. 30 His examples of proposi
tions evident to the senses are for the most part propositions whose truth 
we determine by sight. Although of course Aquinas did not think of vision 
as the only sense yielding knowledge, he did give it pride of place; because 
it is immaterial, he says, it is "more of a knower" than the other senses. 
It is not easy to see just what Aquinas means by "evident to the senses," 
but perhaps the following is fairly close: a proposition is evident to the 
senses if we human beings have the power to determine its truth by looking 
at, listening to, tasting, touching, or smelling some physical object. Thus 

and 

(3) There is a tree outside my window, 

(4) The cat on the mat is fuscous, 

(5) This wall is yellow 

are propositions evident to the senses. 
In the first place, then, there are those propositions we simply see 

to b;;; true; in the second place there are those propositions we see to follow 
from those in the first group. These propositions can be deduced from 
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those in the first group by arguments we see to be valid. 31 So the basic 
picture of knowledge is this: we know what we see to be true together 
with what we can infer from what we see to be true by arguments we can 
see to be valid. 

2. Aquinas on Knowledge of God 

Now Aquinas believes that human beings (even in our earthly condi
tion here below) can have knowledge, scientific knowledge, of God's ex
istence, as well as knowledge that he has such attributes as simplicity, 
eternity, immateriality, immutability and the like. In Summa Theo/ogiae 
Aquinas sets out his famous "Five Ways," or five proofs of God's existence: 
in Summa Contra Gentiles he sets out the proof from motion in much 
greater detail; and in each case he follows these alleged demonstrations 
with aileged demonstrations that God possesses the attributes just men
tioned. So natural knowledge of God is possible. But the vast majority 
of those who believe in God, he thinks, do not have knowledge of God's 
existence but must instead take it on faith. Only a few of us have the time, 
inclination, and ability to follow the theistic proofs; the rest of us take 
this truth on faith. And even though God's existence is demonstrable
even though we are capable of knowing it- nevertheless it is appropriately 
proposed to human beings as an object of faith. The reason, in brief, 
is that our welfare demands that we believe the proposition in question, 
but knowledge of it is exceedingly hard to come by: 

For the rational truth about God would have appeared to only a 
few, and even so after a long time and mixed with many errors; whereas 
on knowing this depends our whole welfare, which is in God. (ST, 
Ia, I,l) 

From all this it is clear that, if it were necessary to use a strict demon
stration as the only way to reach a knowledge of the things we must 
know about God, very few could ever construct such a demonstra
tion and even these could do it only after a long time. From this 
it is evident that the provision of the way of faith, which gives all 
easy access to salvation at any time, is beneficial to man. 32 

So most of those who believe in God do so on faith. Fundamentally, 
for Aquinas, to accept a proposition on faith is to ac(\_ept it on God's au
thority; faith is a matter of "believing God" (ST, II a, Ilae, ii, 2): "for that 
which is abo,·e reason we believe or.!y because God has revealed it" (SCG, 
I, 9). Now what about those who believe in God on faith even though 
they do not know that God exists? How can that be a rational procedure? 
So far as I know, Aquinas does not explicitly address this question. He 
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does discuss a closely related question, however: the question whether those 
who believe (take on faith) what is "above reason" are irrational or foolish, 
or in his terms, "believe with undue levity": 

[1) Those who place their faith in this truth, however, "for which 
the human reason offers no experimental evidence," do not believe 
foolishly, as though "following artificial fables" (II Peter 1:16). For 
these "secrets of divine Wisdom" (Job 11:6) the divine Wisdom it
self, which knows all things to the full, has deigned to reveal to men. 
It reveals its own presence, as well as the truth of its teaching and 
inspiration, by fitting arguments; and in order to confirm those truths 
that exceed natural knowledge, it gives visible manifestation to works 
that surpass the ability of all nature. Thus, there are the wonderful 
cures of illnesses, there is the raising of the dead, and the wonder
ful immutation in the heavenly bodies; and what is more wonderful, 
there is the inspiration given to human minds, so that simple and 
untutored persons, filled with the gift of the Holy Spirit, come to 
possess instantaneously the highest wisdom and the readiest elo
quence. When these arguments were examined, through the efficacy 
of the above-mentioned proof, and not the violent assault of arms 
or the promise of pleasures, and (what is most wonderful of all) 
in the midst of the tyranny of the persecutors, an innumerable throng 
of people, both simple and most learned, flocked to the Christian 
faith. In this faith there are truths preached that surpass every hu
man intellect; the pleasures of the flesh are curbed; it is taught that 
the things of the world should be spurned. Now, for the minds of 
mortal men to assent to these things is the greatest of miracles, just 
as it is a manifest work of divine inspiration that, spurning visible 
things, men should seek only what is invisible. Now, that this has 
happened neither without preparation nor by chance, but as a result 
of the disposition of God, is clear from the fact that through many 
pronouncements of the ancient prophets God had foretold that He 
would do this. The books of these prophets are held in veneration 
among us Christians, since they give witness to our faith. (SCG, I, 6) 

Here the point, I think, is the following. It is of course totally proper 
and entirely sensible to take a belief on God's say-so, to accept it on his 
authority. Clearly I am not foolish or irrational in believing something 
on the authority of my favorite mathematician, even if I cannot work it 
out for myself. I may thus come to believe, for example, that the four
color problem has been solved. But then a fortiori I would not be foolish 
~' irrational in accepting a belief on the basis of God's authority. If I 
know that God proposes p to me for belief, then, clearly enough, it is 
eminently sensible to believe p. The question is not whether it is foolish 
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to believe something on God's authority, but whether it is foolish to believe 
that God has in fact proposed a given item for my belief. Obviously, if 
he has, then I should believe it; but what is my reason or motive for sup
posing that in fact it is God who has proposed for our belief, for example, 
the teaching of the Trinity? 

This is the question Aquinas addresses in the above passage; he means 
to argue that it is not foolish or irrational to take it that God has proposed 
for our belief just those items Christians suppose that he has- the articles 
of faith. What he means to say, I think, is that to believe in the mysteries 
of the faith is not to be foolish or to believe with undue levity, because 
we have evidence for the conclusion that God has proposed them for our 
belief. This evidence consists in the fulfillment of prophecy and in the 
signs and wonders accompanying the proclamation of these mysteries. Aqui
nas refers here to "works that surpass the ability of all nature," such as 
"wonderful cures of illness," "the raising of the dead," and the like. The 
greatest miracle of all, he says, is the marvelous rapidity with which the 
Christian faith has spread, despite the best efforts of tyrants and despite 
the fact that "In this faith there are truths preached that surpass every 
human intellect; the pleasures of the flesh are curbed; it is taught that 
the things of the world should be spurned." 

1 think he means to suggest, furthermore, that if we did not have 
this evidence, or some other evidence, we would be foolish or irrational 
in accepting the mysteries of the faith. It is just because we have evidence 
for these things that we are not irrational in accepting them. Here by way 
of contrast he cites the followers of Mohammed, who, he says, do not 
have evidence: "It is thus clear that those who place any faith in his words 
believe foolishly." (SCG, I, 6) 

What is important to see here is the following. Aquinas clearly be
lieves that there are some propositions we are rationally justified in accept
ing, even though we do not have evidence for them, or reason to them 
from other propositions, or accept them on the basis of other proposi
tions. Let us say that a proposition is basic for me if I believe it and do 
not believe it on the basis of other propositions. This relationship is famil
iar but hard to characterize in a revealing and nontrivial fashion. I believe 
that the word "umbrageous" is spelled u-m-b-r-a-g-e-o-u-s: this belief is 
based on another belief of mine, the belief that that is how the dictionary 
says it is spelled. I believe that 72 x 71 = 5112. This belief is based upon 
several other beliefs I hold: that l x 72 = 72; 7 x 2 = 14; 7 x 7 == 49; 
49 + I = 50; and others. Some of my beliefs, however, I accept but do 
not accept on the basis of any other beliefs. Call these beliefs basic. I 
believe that 2 + I = 3, for example, and do not believe it on the basis of 
other propositions. I also believe that I am seated at my desk. and that 
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there is a mild pain in my right knee. These too are basic for me; I do 
not believe them on the basis of others. Now the propositions we are ra
tionally justified in accepting as basic, thinks Aquinas, are the ones we 
see to be true: those that are self-evident or evident to the senses. As for 
the rest of the propositions we believe, we are rational in accepting them 
only if they stand in a certain relationship to those that are properly basic. 
Among the nonbasic propositions we rationally accept, some we see to 
follow from those that are basic; these are the propositions we know. Oth
ers are not known to us, do not follow from basic propositions, but are 
nonetheless rationally acceptable because they are probable or likely with 
respect to them. I believe Aquinas means to hold, more generally, that 
a proposition is rationally acceptable for us only if it is at least probable 
with respect to beliefs that are properly basic for us -that is, with respect 
to beliefs that are self-evident or evident to the senses. And hence on his 
view, as on the evidentialist objector's, belief in God is rational for us 
only if we have evidence for it. 

Here I should point out that there are suggestions of another line of thought 
in Aquinas: he sometimes suggests that there is a sort of intuitive or immediate 
grasp of God's existence: 

It remains to investigate the kind of knowledge in which the ultimate felicity 
of an intellectual substance consists. For there is a common and confused 
knowledge of God which is found in practically all men; this is due either 
to the ·fact that it is self-evident that Gad exists, just as other principles 
of demonstration are-a view held by some people, as we said in Book One 
-or, what seems indeed to be true, that man can immediately reach some 
sort of knowledge of God by natural reason. For when men see that things 
in nature run according to a definite order, and that ordering does not occur 
without an orderer, they perceive in most cases that there is some orderer 
of the things that we see. But who or what kind of being, or whether there 
is but one orderer of nature, is not yet grasped immediately in this general 
consideration. (SCG, III, 38) 

Aquinas would also hold, presumably, that someone who has such immediate and 
intuitive apprehension of God's existence is not irrational in believing that there 
is a God. It is not entirely easy to see how to fit this suggestion into his generally 
Aristotelian way of looking at the matter; perhaps here we must see Aquinas as 
an early Calvinist. See below, Part III, sections A and C. 

B. Foundationalism 

Aquinas and rhe evid.::ntialist objector conctir, lhen, in hoiding that 
belief in God is rationally acceptable only if there is evidence for it- only 
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if, that is, it is probable with respect to some body of propositions that 
constitutes the evidence. And here we can get a better understanding of 
Aquinas and the evidentialist objector if we see them as accepting some 
version of c/assica/joundationalism. This is a picture or total way of look
ing at faith, knowledge, justified belief, rationality, and allied topics. This 
picture has been enormously popular in Western thought; and despite a 
substantial opposing groundswell, I think it remains the dominant way 
of thinking about these topics. According to the foundationalist some 
propositions are properly basic and some are not; those that are not are 
rationally accepted only on the basis of evidence, where the evidence must 
trace back, ultimately, to what is properly basic. The existence of God, 
furthermore, is not among the propositions that are properly basic; hence 
a person is rational in accepting theistic belief only if he has evidence 
for it. The vast majority of those in the western world who have thought 
about our topic have accepted some form of classical foundationalism. 
The evidentialist objection to belief in God, furthermore, is obviously rooted 
in this way of looking at things. So suppose we try to achieve a deeper 
understanding of it. 

Earlier I said the first thing to see about the evidentialist objection 
is that it is a normative contention or claim. The same thing must be said 
about foundationalism: this thesis is a normative thesis, a thesis about 
how a system of beliefs ought to be structured, a thesis about the proper
ties of a correct, or acceptable, or rightly structured system of beliefs. 
According to the foundationalist there are norms, or duties, or obligations 
with respect to belief just as there are with respect to actions. To conform 
to these duties and obligations is to be rational; to fail to measure up 
to them is to be irrational. To be rational, then, is to exercise one's epis
temic powers properly- to exercise them in such a way as to go contrary 
to none of the norms for such exercise. 

Although for ease of exposition I am taking the relevant foundationalist 
claim as one about duties, or norms, or obligations, it could also be construed 
as a claim about excellence. So taken, the foundationalist claims that to achieve 
a certain characteristic excellence, a system of beliefs ought to be structured in 
a certain way. The claim could also be construed as about defects, as the claim 
that a system of beliefs not structured in that way is defective. 

I think we can understand foundational ism more fully if we introduce 
the idea of a noetic structure. A person's noetic structure is the set of 
propositions he believes, together with certain epistemic relations that hold 
among him and these propositions. As we have seen, some of my beliefs 
may be based upon others; it may be that there are a pair of propositions 
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A and B such that I believe B, and believe A on the basis of B. An account 
of a person's noetic structure, then, would specify which of his beliefs 
are basic and which non basic. Of course it is abstractly possible that none 
of his beliefs is basic; perhaps he holds just three beliefs, A, B, and C, 
and believes each of them on the basis of the other two. We might think 
this improper or irrational, but that is not to say it could not be done. 
And it is also possible that all of his beliefs are basic; perhaps he believes 
a lot of propositions but does not believe any of them on the basis of 
any others. In the typical case, however, a noetic structure will include 
both basic and nonbasic beliefs. It may be useful to give some examples 
of beliefs that are often basic for a person. Suppose I seem to see a tree; 
I have that characteristic sort of experience that goes with perceiving a 
tree. I may then believe the proposition that I see a tree. It is possible 
that I believe that proposition on the basis of the proposition that I seem 
to see a tree; in the typical case, however, I will not believe the former 
on the basis of the latter because in the typical case I will not believe the 
latter at all. I will not be paying any attention to my experience but will 
be concentrating on the tree. Of course I can turn my attention to my 
experience, notice how things look to me, and acquire the belief that I 
seem to see something that looks like that; and if you challenge my claim 
that I see a tree, perhaps I will thus turn my attention to my experience. 
But in the typical case I will not believe that I see a tree on the basis of 
a proposition about my experience; for I believe A on the basis of B only 
if I believe B, and in the typical case where I perceive a tree I do not 
believe (or entertain) any propositions about my experience. Typically I 
take such a proposition as basic. Similarly, I believe I had breakfast this 
morning; this too is basic for me. I do not believe this proposition on 
the basis of some proposition about my experience- for example, that 
I seem to remember having had breakfast. In the typical case I will not 
have even considered that question -the question whether I seem to re
member having had breakfast; instead I simply believe that I had break
fast; I take it as basic. 

Second, an account of a noetic structure will include what we might 
call an index of degree of belief. I hold some of my beliefs much more 
firmly than others. I believe both that 2 + 1 = 3 and that London, En
gland, is north of Saskatoon, Saskatchewan; but I believe the former more 
resolutely than the latter. Some beliefs I hold with maximum firmness; 
others I do in fact accept, but in a much more tentative way. 

Here we might make use of the personalist interpretation of probability the
ory; think of an index of degree of belief as a function B, (A) from the set of 
propositions a person S believes or disbelieves into the real numbers between 0 
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and 1. 8
5 

(A) n, then, records something like the degree to which S believes 
A, or the strength of his belief that A. B

5
(A) = I proclaims S's utter and aban

doned commitment to A; B
5
(A). = 0 records a similar commitment to not-A; 

B
5
(A) = .5 means that S, like Buridan's ass, is suspended in equilibrium between 

A and not-A. We could then go on to consider whether the personalist is right 
in holding that a rational noetic structure conforms to the calculus of probability. 
I have argued elsewhere that he is not right. JJ 

Third, a somewhat vaguer notion: an account of S's noetic structure 
would include something like an index of depth of ingression. Some of 
my beliefs are, we might say, on the periphery of my noetic structure. [ 
accept them, and may even accept them firmly, but I could give them up 
without much change elsewhere in my noetic structure. [ believe there are 
some large boulders on the top of the Grand Teton. If I come to give 
up this belief (say by climbing it and not finding any), that change need 
not have extensive reverberations throughout the rest of my noetic struc
ture; it could be accommodated with minimal alteration elsewhere. So its 
depth of ingression into my noetic structure is not great. On the other 
hand, if I were come to believe that there simply is no such thing as the 
Grand Teton, or no mountains at all, or no such thing as the state of 
Wyoming, that would have much greater reverberations. And suppose I 
were to come to think there had not been much of a past (that the world 
was created just five minutes ago, complete with all its apparent memories 
and traces of the past) or that there were not any other persons: these 
changes would have even greater reverberations; these beliefs of mine have 
great depth of ingression into my noetic structure. 

We must note that basicality, degree of belief, and depth of ingression are 
not related in any simple way. Some propositions l take as basic l believe with 
maximum firmness- that 2 + l = 3, for example, or that I seem to see a blue 
pen in my hand. Others I accept much less firmly. l believe I visited a certain 
university in northern England five years ago. I do not believe this proposition 
on the basis of others (for example, propositions about what my journal says or 
what my wife remembers or thinks she remembers), so this proposition is basic 
for me. But I do not believe it nearly as firmly as that 2 + 1 "' 3. Thus there 
are substantial differences in the degree to which I believe propositions l take as 
basic. Furthermore, there are some propositions l believe on the basis of others, 
that I believe more firmly than some I take as basic. The belief that I visited that 
university in northern England is basic for me, but I do not believe it as firmly 
as that 21Z = 441 or that "umbrageous" is spelled u-m-b-r-a-g-e-o-u-s, neither of 
which is basic for me. In the same way basicality and depth of ingression can 
vary inversely, as can the iatter and degree of telicf. 

Furthermore, a belief can easily change status from non basic to basic an<! 
vice versa. Now the proposition that 21 x 21 = 441 is not basic for me; I accept 
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it on the basis of the belief that I have just calculated it, and that is how it came 
out. Later, however, I may remember that 21 X 21 = 441 and forget that I calcu
lated it. In that case I will simply remember it and no longer believe it on the 
basis of other beliefs; it will be basic for me. The same may happen for "umbra
geous." Having just looked it up, I believe that it is spelled that way on the basis 
of my belief that that is how the dictionary says it is spelled; later I may remember 
that it is spelled that way but no longer remember having looked it up. 

Finally, it might be thought that we can determine what a person takes as 
basic by asking a Chisholm-likeH question: perhaps something like "What is your 
reason for believing p?" or "Why do you believe p?"" But this, I think, is incor
rect. Suppose I seem to see a tree and believe that I do see a tree; you ask me 
what my reasons are for thinking that I see a tree. The first thing to note is that 
the question can be taken variously. I may take it as a request for my reason for 
thinking it is a tree that I see rather than, say, a large cactus. I might then respond 
by saying that it looks to me like a tree (and not like a cactus). I might also inter
pret your query as a request for my reasons for believing I see a tree (as opposed, 
for example, to hearing or smelling one); again I might respond by citing some 
proposition about my experience. Or I might take your query as a request to give 
you a reason for believing there is a tree there. You cannot see the tree- you have 
broken your glasses or you have the hiccups and have adopted the folk remedy 
of putting a brown paper bag over your head; I know that you believe that when 
I am appeared to treely, then 99 chances out of 100 there is a tree lurking in the 
neighborhood. So I might take your question variously, and many ways of taking 
it are such that if I do take it that way, then I will respond by citing a proposition 
about my experience. 

But does it follow that I believe the proposition I see a tree (call it "T") 
on the basis of that experiential proposition? I should think not. Surely it does 
not follow that at t, the time of the query, I believed Ton the basis of the experien
tial proposition. At t perhaps I did not even believe the experiential proposition; 
I may have been concentrating on the tree rather than on my own experience; 
and surely it is not possible that at a time t I accept a belief B on the basis of 
a belief A if at t I do not even believe A. Of course at t'\ the time of my response, 
I do presumably accept the experiential proposition; does it follow that at t• I 
believe T on the basis of that experiential proposition? No. As I said, I might 
be trying to give you a reason to believe that there is a tree there, or I might be 
explaining why I believe I see as opposed to hear or smell a tree, or explaining 
why I think I see a tree as opposed to a large cactus. In these cases I might respond 
by citing an experiential proposition, but why suppose that I am believing that 
I see a tree on the basis of the experiential proposition, or indeed, on the basis 
of any other proposition? Again, suppose you ask me what my reasons are for 
believing that 2 + 1 = 3 or that modus ponens is a valid form of argument. I may 
very well reply, "Well, it just seems self-evident." Must we conclude that my belief 
that 2 + 1 = 3 is based upon a proposition about my experience? I should think 
not. Does the fact that I cite an experiential proposition when quer~ed in this way 
show that I do not take modus ponens as basic? Surely not. So we cannot in this 
fashion determine what propositions are basic for a person, and it is not altogether 
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easy to say just when a proposition is basic for a person. But we can say at least 
this much. A necessary condition for S's believing A on the basis of B is S's be
lieving both A and B, and a sufficient condition is S's believing A, believing B, 
believing that B is good evidence for A, and believing that he believes A on the 
basis of B. 

Now foundationalism is best construed, I think, as a thesis about 
rational noetic structures. A noetic structure is rational if it could be the 
noetic structure of a person who was completely rational. To be completely 
rational, as I am here using the term, is not to believe only what is true, 
or to believe all the logical consequences of what one believes, or to believe 
all necessary truths with equal firmness, or to be uninfluenced by emotion 
in forming belief; it is, instead, to do the right thing with respect to one's 
believings. It is to violate no epistemic duties. From this point of view, 
a rational person is one whose believings meet the appropriate standards; 
to criticize a person as irrational is to criticize her for failing to fulfill 
these duties or responsibilities, for failing to conform to the relevant norms 
or standards. To draw the ethical analogy, the irrational is the impermis
sible; the rational is the permissible. 

Here I am taking "rationality" in terms of duty, but as we have seen, we 
could in addition or alternatively take it as the possession of an epistemic excel
lence or the avoidance of an epistemic defect. 

A rational noetic structure, then, is one that could be the noetic struc
ture of a wholly rational person; and foundationalism, as I say, is a thesis 
about such noetic structures. We may think of the foundationalist as begin
ning with the observation that some of our beliefs are based upon others. 
According to the foundationalist a rational noetic structure will have a 
foundation -a set of beliefs not accepted on the basis of others; in a ra
tional noetic structure some beliefs will be basic. Non basic beliefs, of course, 
will be accepted on the basis of other beliefs, which may be accepted on 
the basis of still other beliefs, and so on until the foundations are reached. 
In a rational noetic structure, therefore, every non basic belief is ultimately 
accepted on the basis of basic beliefs. 

Perhaps we can put the matter as follows. According to the foundationalist 
the basis relation is, first, a one-many relation; a belief A will often be based 
upon several beliefs 8 1 ••• B

11
• Second, in a rational noetic structure this relation

ship is irreflexive. It may be doubted whether anyone is so benighted as to believe 
A on the basis of A, but even if it could be done, it should not be. For in a rational 
noetic structure, if A is believed on the basis of B. then B is in au important sense 
prior to A; and no proposition is prior to itself. From this point of view the term 
"self-evident" is something of a misnomer. i\ selr-evident proposition- 2 + I = 3. 
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for example- is not one for which we have good evidence, but for which the evi
dence is itself; it is, instead, a proposition that is evident, or known, in itself, 
without evidence. That means that one does not believe it on the basis of other 
propositions. 2 + 1 = 3 is self-evident; this is not to say that it is its own evidence, 
but that no evidence is needed for it. 

Third, according to the foundationalist the basis relation is asymmetric in 
a rational noetic structure; if my belief that A is based upon my belief that B, 
then my belief that B must not be based on my belief that A. More exactly, sup
pose N is a rational noetic structure. Then if the belief that A, in N, is based 
upon B, ... Bn, none of the Bi will be based upon A. So for example, if I am 
rational and my belief that the Bible is authoritative is based upon my belief that 
God is its author and whatever God says is true, then my belief that God is the 
author of the Bible will not be based upon the beliefs that the Bible is authoritative 
and says that God is its author. 

So the first main thesis of foundationalism is that the basis relation in a 
rational noetic structure is irreflexive and asymmetric. The second main thesis 
is one we have already met. In a rational noetic structure some beliefs will not 
be based on any other beliefs; some beliefs will be basic. These beliefs are the 
foundation of that noetic structure. 

Perhaps we can see a bit more of the articulation of a rational noetic struc
ture as follows. Let us say that a belief B is an immediate basis of a belief A 
in a noetic structure N if A is based on B in N and there is no belief C such 
that Cis based on Bin Nand A is based on C inN. Then in a rational noetic structure 

(6) Every nonbasic belief has an immediate basis. 

Let us say further that a belief is oth level in N if it is basic in N, 151 level in 
N if it is immediately based on some belief that is oth level in N, and, in general, 
n + ]51 level in N if it is immediately based upon at least one belief that is nth 
level in N. In a rational noetic structure N 

(7) Every belief B in N will belong to a highest level in N; 

that is, there will be some level such that B belongs to that level and to no higher 
level. (7) guarantees that no belief is immediately based upon itself. For suppose 
B were immediately based on B. By (7) B belongs to a highest level I. But since 
B is immediately based upon B, it also belongs to a higher level I + 1, which 
is impossible. Similarly, (7) guarantees that the immediate-basis-of relation is asym
metric. One more piece of terminology: say that the level of a belief Bin a noetic 
structure N is the highest level of B in N. Then in a rational noetic structure N 

(8) If A is based on Bin N, then the level of A is higher than the level of B. 

We might put this by saying that if A is based on B in N, then B is prior to A 
in N; this is the respect I mentioned in which the basing proposition is prior to 
the based proposition. From (B) it follows that the basis relation is asymmetric 
and irn.,flexive. 

In a rational noetic structure every non basic belief will be immediately based 
on some beliefs A, ... An, each of these will be immediately based on some other 
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beliefs B, ... Bn, and so on until the foundations are reached. So from any 
nonbasic belief B there is a path downward through the noetic structure to the 
foundations- typically several different palhs, terminating in several different basic 
beliefs. Perhaps we can put this more precisely as follows. A path from A lo B 
inN is a set of propositions A, 8

0
, • •• B., B such that, inN, A is immediately 

based upon Bn, Bn is immediately based upon Bn - J •.• , 81 is immediately based 
on B,, and B 1 is immediately based on B. A path from A in N is any path in 
N from A to any other proposition. A path from A to B can be extended to a 
path from A to C if there is a path from B to C. And a path from A terminates 
at C if it can be extended to a path from A to C and there are no paths from 
C. Then in a rational noetic structure N 

(9) If A is believed on the basis of 8 in N, then there is a path from A 
toBin N. 

In such a noetic structure, furthermore, 

and 

(10) If A is nonbasic in N, then there is a path from A to some belief B 
that is basic in N; 

(11) If there is a path from A to B in N, and B is nonbasic in N, then 
the path from A to B can be extended to a path from A to C, where 
C is basic in N; 

(I 2) Every path from a non basic belief A terminates in the foundations. 

According to the foundationalist, therefore, every rational noetic struc
ture has a foundation, and all nonbasic beliefs are ultimately accepted on 
the basis of beliefs in the foundations. But a belief cannot properly be ac
cepted on the basis of just any other belief; in a rational noetic structure, 
A will be accepted on the basis of B only if B supports A or is a member 
of a set of beliefs that together support A. It is not clear just what this 
relation- call it the "supports" relation- is; and different foundationalists 
propose different candidates. Presumably, however, it lies in the neighbor
hood of evidence; if A supports B, then A is evidence for B. or makes 
B evident; or perhaps B is likely or probable with respect to B. This rela
tion admits of degrees. My belief that Feike can swim is supported by my 
knowledge that nine out of ten Frisians can swim and Feike is a Frisian; it 
is supported more strongly by my knowledge that the evening paper con
tains a picture of Feike triumphantly finishing first in the fifteen-hundred 
meter freestyle in the 1980 summer Olympics. And the foundationalist 
holds, sensibly enough, that in a rational noetic structure the strength of 
a nonbasic belief will depend upon the degree of support from founda
tional belief~. 

There is a great deal more to be said about this supports relationship, but 
no space to say it here. Things would be neatest for the foundationalist if the 
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supports relation could be seen as like the probability relation, as a function from 
pairs of beliefs into the real numbers between 0 and 1. Then perhaps he could 
explain Locke's dictum that strength of belief ought to be proportional to strength 
of evidence as follows: If Ss noetic structure is rational, then for any nonbasic 
belief A, P(A/F) ~ BsfA); that is, the support afforded to A by the foundations 
of Ss noetic structure is at least as strong as S's belief that A. Problems arise 
for knowledge (as opposed to rational belief), however. Suppose we agree that 
if the support from the foundations for each of a pair of propositions A and 
B is sufficient for knowledge, then the support for their conjunction, A and B, 
is also sufficient for knowledge. Then the lottery paradox shows that if the sup
ports relation conforms to the probability calculus, there will be no degree of sup
port (Jess than 1) such that a proposition's being supported to that degree is suffi
cient (so far as support goes) for knowledge. There are further perplexities here, 
but the foundationalist will certainly hold that there is such a supports relation
ship, and that in a rational noetic structure, strength of nonbasic belief is a func
tion of support from the foundations. 

By way of summary, then, let us say that according to founda
tionalism: (1) in a rational noetic structure the believed-on-the-basis-of 
relation is asymmetric and irreflexive, (2) a rational noetic structure has 
a foundation, and (3) in a rational noetic structure non basic belief is pro
portional in strength to support from the foundations. 

C. Conditions on Proper Basicality 

Next we note a further and fundamental feature of classic varieties 
of foundational ism: they all lay down certain conditions of proper basical
ity. From the foundationalist point of view not just any kind of belief 
can be found in the foundations of a rational noetic structure; a belief 
to be properly basic (that is, basic in a rational noetic structure) must 
meet certain conditions. It must be capable of functioning foundationally, 
capable of bearing its share of the weight of the whole noetic structure. 
Thus Thomas Aquinas, as we have seen, holds that a proposition is prop
erly basic for a person only if it is self-evident to him or "evident to the 
senses." 

Suppose we take a brief look at self-evidence. Under what condi
tions does a proposition have it? What kinds of propositions are self
evident? Examples would include very simple arithmetical truths such as 

(13) 2 + 1 = 3; 

simple truths of logic such as 

(14) No man is both married and unmarried; 

perhaps the generalizations of simple truths of logic, such as 
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(15) For any propositionp the conjunction of p with its denial is false; 

and certain propositions expressing identity and diversity; for example, 

and 

(16) Redness is distinct from greenness, 
(17) The property of being prime is distinct from the property of 

being composite, 

(18) The proposition all men are mortal is distinct from the proposi
tion all mortals are men. 

There are others; Aquinas gives as examples: 

(19) The whole is greater than the part, 

where, presumably, he means by "part" what we mean by "proper part," 
and, more dubiously, 

(20) Man is an animal. 

Still other candidates- candidates which may be less than entirely 
uncontroversial- come from many other areas; for example, 

and 

(21) If pis necessarily true and p entails q, then q is necessarily true, 
(22) If e 1 occurs before e2 and e2 occurs before e3 , then e 1 occurs 

before e 3 , 

(23) It is wrong to cause unnecessary (and unwanted) pain just for 
the fun of it. 

What is it that characterizes these propositions? According to the 
tradition the outstanding characteristic of a self-evident proposition is that 
one simply sees it to be true upon grasping or understanding it. Under
standing a self-evident proposition is sufficient for apprehending its truth. 
Of course this notion must be relativized to persons; what is self-evident 
to you might not be to me. Very simple arithmetical truths will be self
evident to nearly all of us, but a truth like 17 + I 8 = 35 may be self-evident 
only to some. And of course a proposition is self-evident to a person only 
if he does in fact grasp it, so a proposition will not be sel [-evident to those 
who do not apprehend the concepts it involves. J\s Aquinas .~ays, some 
propositions are self-evident only to the learned; his example is the truth 
that immaterial subst~nl:es do not occupy space. Among those propositions 
whose concepts not everyone grasps, some are such that anyone who did 
grasp them would see their truth; for example, 
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(24) A model of a first-order theory T assigns truth to the axioms 
ofT. 

Others- 17 + 13 = 30, for example- may be such that some but not all 
of those who apprehend them also see that they are true. 

But how shall we understand this "seeing that they are true"? Those 
who speak of self-evidence explicitly turn to this visual metaphor and ex
pressly explain self-evidence by reference to vision. There are two impor
tant aspects to the metaphor and two corre~ponding components to the 
idea of self-evidence. First, there is the epistemic component: a proposi
tion p is self-evident to a person S only if S has immediate knowledge 
of p- that is, knows p, and does not know p on the basis of his knowl
edge of other propositions. Consider a simple arithmetic truth such as 
2 + 1 = 3 and compare it with one like 24 x 24 = 576. I know each of these 
propositions, and I know the second but not the first on the basis of com
putation, which is a kind of inference. So I have immediate knowledge 
of the first but not the second. 

But there is also a phenomenological component. Consider again 
our two propositions; the first but not the second has about it a kind 
of luminous aura or glow when you bring it to mind or consider it. Locke 
speaks, in this connection, of an "evident luster"; a self-evident proposi
tion, he says, displays a kind of "clarity and brightness to the attentive 
mind." Descartes speaks instead of "clarity and distinctness"; each, I think, 
is referring to the same phenomenological feature. And this feature is con
nected with another: upon understanding a proposition of this sort one 
feels a strong inclination to accept it; this luminous obviousness seems 
to compel or at least impel assent. Aquinas and Locke, indeed, held that 
a person, or at any rate a normal, well-formed human being, finds it im
possible to withhold assent when considering a self-evident proposition. 
The phenomenological component of the idea of self-evidence, then, seems 
to have a double aspect: there is the luminous aura that 2 + 1 = 3 displays, 
and there is also an experienced tendency to accept or believe it. Perhaps, 
indeed, the luminous aura just is the experienced impulsion toward accep
tance; perhaps these are the very same thing. In that case the phenomeno
logical component would not have the double aspect I suggested it did 
have; in either case, however, we must recognize this phenomenological 
aspect of self-evidence. 

Aquinas therefore holds that self-evident propositions are properly 
basic. I think he means to add that propositions "evident to the senses" 
are also properly basic. By this latter term I think he means to refer to 
percep'ual propositions- propositions v:ho~e tr·uth cr falsehood we can 
determine by looking or employing some other sense. He has in mind, 
I think, such propositions as 
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(25) There is a tree before me, 

(26) I am wearing shoes, 

(27) That tree's leaves are yellow. 

So Aquinas holds that a proposition is properly basic if and only 
if it is either self-evident or evident to the senses. Other foundationalists 
have insisted that propositions basic in a rational noetic structure must 
be certain in some important sense. Thus it is plausible to see Descartes 
as holding that the foundations of a rational noetic structure include, not 
such propositions as (25)-(27), but more cautious claims- claims about 
one's own mental life; for example, 

(28) It seems to me that I see a tree, 

(29) I seem to see something green, 

or, as Professor Chisholm puts it, 

(30) I am appeared greenly to. 

Propositions of this latter sort seem to enjoy a kind of immunity from 
error not enjoyed by those of the former. I could be mistaken in thinking 
I see a pink rat; perhaps I am hallucinating or the victim of an illusion. 
But it is at the least very much harder to see that I could be mistaken 
in believing that I seem to see a pink rat, in believing that I am appeared 
pinkly (or pink ratly) to. Suppose we say that a proposition with respect 
to which I enjoy this sort of immunity from error is incorrigible for me; 
then perhaps Descartes means to hold that a proposition is properly basic 
for S only if it is either self-evident or incorrigible for S. 

By way of explicit definition: 

(31) p is incorrigible for S if and only if (a) it is not possible that 
S believe p and p be false, and (b) it is not possible that S believe 
- p and p be true. 

The second clause serves to exclude necessary truths; given just the first clause, 
either Goldbach's conjecture or its denial would be incorrigible, even though no 
one knows whether it is true. 

Here we have a further characteristic of foundationalism: the claim 
that not just any proposition is properly basic. Ancient and medieval foun
dativ;-:.ali!.L$ tended to hold that a proposition is properly basic for a per
son only if it is either self-evident or evident to the senses: modern 
foundationalists- Descartes, Locke, Leibniz, and the like- tended to hold 
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that a proposition is properly basic for S only if either self-evident or in
corrigible for S. Of course this is a historical generalization and is thus 
perilous; but perhaps it is worth the risk. And now let us say that a classi
cal joundationalist is any one who is either an ancient and medieval or 
a modern foundationalist. 

D. The Collapse of Foundationa/ism 

Now suppose we return to the main question: Why should not belief 
in God be among the foundations of my noetic structure? The answer, 
on the part of the classical foundationalist, was that even if this belief 
is true, it does not have the characteristics a proposition must have to 
deserve a place in the foundations. There is no room in the foundations 
for a proposition that can be rationally accepted only on the basis of other 
propositions. The only properly basic propositions are those that are self
evident or incorrigible or evident to the senses. Since the proposition that 
God exists is none of the above, it is not properly basic for anyone; that 
is, no well-formed, rational noetic structure contains this proposition in 
its foundations. But now we must take a closer look at this fundamental 
principle of classical foundationalism: 

(32) A proposition p is properly basic for a person S if and only 
if p is either self-evident to S or incorrigible for S or evident 
to the senses for S. 

(32) contains two claims: first, a proposition is properly basic if it is self
evident, incorrigible, or evident to the senses, and, second, a proposition 
is properly basic only if it meets this condition. The first seems true enough; 
suppose we concede it. But what is to be said for the second? Is there 
any reason to accept it? Why does the foundationalist accept it? Why does 
he think the theist ought to? 

We should note first that if this thesis, and the correlative founda
tionalist thesis that a proposition is rationally acceptable only if it follows 
from or is probable with respect to what is properly basic- if these claims 
are true, then enormous quantities of what we all in fact believe are irra
tional. One crucial lesson to be learned from the development of modern 
philosophy-Descartes through Hume, roughly-is just this: relative to 
propositions that are self-evident and incorrigible, most of the beliefs that 
form the stock in trade of ordinary everyday life are not probable- at 
any rate there is no reason to think they are probable. Consider all those 
propositions that entail, say, that there are enduring physical objects, or 
that there are persons distinct from myself, or that the world has existed 
for more than five minutes: none of these propositions, I think, is more 
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probable than not with respect to what is self-evident or incorrigible for 
me; at any rate no one has given good reason to think any of them is. 
And now suppose we add to the foundations propositions that are evident 
to the senses, thereby moving from modern to ancient and medieval foun
dationalism. Then propositions entailing the existence of material objects 
will of course be probable with respect to the foundations, because in
cluded therein. But the same cannot be said either for propositions about 
the past or for propositions entailing the existence of persons distinct from 
myself; as before, these will not be probable with respect to what is prop
erly basic. 

And does not this show that the thesis in question is false? The con
tention is that 

(33) A is properly basic for me only if A is sel [-evident or incorri-
gible or evident to the senses for me. 

But many propositions that do not meet these conditions are properly 
basic for me. I believe, for example, that I had lunch this noon. I do not 
believe this proposition on the basis of other propositions; I take it as 
basic; it is in the foundations of my noetic structure. Furthermore, I am 
entirely rational in so taking it, even though this proposition is neither 
self-evident nor evident to the senses nor incorrigible for me. Of course 
this may not convince the foundationalist; he may think that in fact I 
do not take that proposition as basic, or perhaps he will bite the bullet 
and mai!ltain that if I really do take it as basic, then the fact is I am, 
so far forth, irrational. 

Perhaps the following will be more convincing. According to the clas
sical foundationalist (call him F) a person Sis rational in accepting (33) 
only if either (33) is properly basic (self-evident or incorrigible or evident 
to the senses) for him, or he believes (33) on the basis of propositions 
that are properly basic for him and support (33). Now presumably ifF 
knows of some support for (33) from propositions that are self-evident 
or evident to the senses or incorrigible, he will be able to provide a good 
argument- deductive, inductive, probabilistic or whatever- whose prem
ises are self-evident or evident to the semes or incorrigible and whose con
clusion is (33). So far as I know, no foundationalist has provided such 
an argument. It therefore appears that the foundationalist does not know 
of any support for (33) from propositions that are (on his account) prop
erly basic. So if he is to be rational in accepting (33), he must (on his 
own account) accept it as basic. But according to (33) itself, (33) is prop
erly basic for F only if (33) is self-evident or incorrigible or evident to 
the senses for him. Clearly (33) meets none o[ these .:ortdiiions. Hence 
it is not properly basic for F. But then F is self-referentially inconsistent 
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in accepting (33); he accepts (33) as basic, despite the fact that (33) does 
not meet the condition for proper basicality that (33) itself lays down. 

Furthermore, (33) is either false or such that in accepting it the foun
dationalist is violating his epistemic responsibilities. For F does not know 
of any argument or evidence for (33). Hence if it is true, he will be violat
ing his epistemic responsibilities in accepting it. So (33) is either false or 
such that F cannot rationally accept it. Still further, if the theist were to 
accept (33) at the foundationalist's urging but without argument, he would 
be adding to his noetic structure a proposition that is either false or such 
that in accepting it he violates his noetic responsibilities. But if there is 
such a thing as the ethics of belief, surely it will proscribe believing a propo
sition one knows to be either false or such that one ought not to believe 
it. Accordingly, I ought not to accept (33) in the absence of argument 
from premises that meet the condition it lays down. The same goes for 
the foundationalist: if he cannot find such an argument for (33), he ought 
to give it up. Furthermore, he ought not to urge and I ought not to accept 
any objection to theistic belief that crucially depends upon a proposition 
that is true only if I ought not believe it. 

This argument can be made more rigorous. The classical foundationalist 
accepts 

(34) p is rationally acceptable for S only if either (!) p is self-evident or 
evident to the senses or incorrigible for S, or (2) there are paths in 
S's noetic structure from p to propositions q, ... qn that (a) are basic 
for S, (b) are self-evident, evident to the senses, or incorrigible for S, 
and (c) support p. 

Now (34) itself is obviously not evident to the senses. Furthermore it is not incor
rigible for F. If (34) is contingent, then it will be possible that F believe it even 
though it is false, in which case it is not incorrigible. If it is noncontingent, then 
it is either necessarily true or necessarily false. If the former, it will be possible 
that F believe it false when it is true; if the latter, then it will be possible that 
F believe it true when it is false; so in neither case is it incorrigible. Still further, 
(34) is not plausibly thought self-evident; surely it is not such that one cannot 
understand it without believing it. So (34) is not self-evident, evident to the senses, 
or incorrigible for F. If (34) is true, therefore, then ifF is to be rational in accept
ing (34), he must believe it on the basis of propositions that are self-evident, incor
rigible, or evident to the senses, and support it. But no foundationalist has ever 
produced a successful argument for (34) from propositions that meet that condi
tion. It is therefore unlikely that F's acceptance of (34) conforms to the necessary 
condition of rationality (34) lays down. 

Of course it could be that there are propositions P, ... P n such that (1) there 
is a path inS's noetic structure from (34) to the r';, (2) t11e Pi do in fact support 
(34), and (3) the Pi meet the condition for proper basicality laid down in (33) 
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even ifF cannot say what they are and even if the rest of us cannot think of 
any viable candidates. (Just as it could be that every theist accepts belief in God 
on the basis of propositions that both support that belief and are prorerly ba
sic according to (33).) This seems unlikely, however, and in the absence of some 
reason to think there are propositions of that sort, the better rarl of valor is to 
reject (34). 

We might try amending (34) in various ways. Nearly everyone ac
cepts as basic some propositions entailing the existence of other persons 
and some propositions about the past; not nearly everyone accepts the 
existence of God as basic. Struck by this fact, we might propose: 

(35) pis properly basic for S if and only if pis self-evident or incor
rigible or evident to the senses for S, or is accepted as basic 
by nearly everyone. 

There are problems with (35). It is meant to legitimize my taking as basic 
such deliverances of memory as that I had lunch this noon; but not nearly 
everyone takes that proposition as basic. Most of you, I daresay, have not 
so much as given it a thought; you are much too busy thinking about 
your own lunch to think about mine. So (35) will not do the job as it 
stands. That is of no real consequence, however; for even if we had an 
appropriate statement of (35), it would suffer from the same sort of mal
ady as does (34). Not nearly everyone takes (35) as basic; I do not, for 
example. Nor is it self-evident, incorrigible, or evident to the senses. So 
unless we can find an argument for it from propositions that meet the 
conditions it lays down, we shall, if we believe it, be believing a proposi
tion that is probably either false or such that we ought not believe it. There
fore we ought not believe it, at least until someone produces such an argu
ment for it. 

Now we could continue to canvass other revision.~ of {33), and in 
Part III I shall look into the proper procedure for discovering and justify
ing such criteria for proper basicality. It is evident, however, that classical 
foundationalism is bankrupt, and insofar as the evidentialist objection 
is rooted in classical foundationalism, it is poorly rooted indeed. 

Of course the evidentialist objection need not presuppose classical 
foundationalism; someone who accepted quite a different version of foun
dationalism could no doubt urge this objection. But in order to evaluate 
it, we should have to see what criterion of proper basicality was being 
invoked. In the absence of such specification the objection remains at 
best a promissory note. So far as the present discussion goes, then, the 
next move is up to the evidentialist objector. He rnust specify a ::riter!on 
for proper basicality that is free from self-referential difficulties, rules out 
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belief in God as properly basic, and is such that there is some reason to 
think it is true. 

An evidentialist objector need not be a classical foundationalist; indeed, 
he need not be a foundationalist at all. He could accept a coherence theory of 
rationality. This is a large and complicated topic; I cannot enter it here. The central 
issues, however, are two. In the first place, what is coherence? And is there any 
reason to think the theist's noetic structure does not display it? Second, suppose 
it does not; how do we determine in what direction it should be modified? Sup
pose, for example, that a given theist's noetic structure exhibits lack of coherence 
because it contains both belief in God and also, say, rejection of the idea that 
there is such a thing as agent causation. Perhaps his noetic structure is irrational, 
or at any rate defective, by virtue of this incoherence. But how can this be con
strued as an objection to theistic belief? Some change is called for, but why sup
pose that what he must do is give up theistic belief? Obviously there is another 
alternative; perhaps what he should do instead is accept agent causation. 

PART III: THE REFORMED OBJECTION 
TO NATURAL THEOLOGY 

Suppose we think of natural theology as the attempt to prove or 
demonstrate the existence of God. This enterprise has a long and impres
sive history- a history stretching back to the dawn of Christendom and 
boasting among its adherents many of the truly great thinkers of the West
ern world. One thinks, for example, of Anselm, Aquinas, Scotus, and Ock
ham, of Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz. Recently- since the time of Kant, 
perhaps -the tradition of natural theology has not been as overwhelming 
as it once was; yet it continues to have able defenders both within and 
without officially Catholic philosophy. 

Many Christians, however, have been less than totally impressed. In 
particular Reformed or Calvinist theologians have for the most part taken 
a dim view of this enterprise. A few Reformed thinkers- B. B. Warfield, 
for example-endorse the theistic proofs, but for the most part theRe
formed attitude has ranged from tepid endorsement, through indifference, 
to suspicion, hostility, and outright accusations of blasphemy. And this 
stance is initially puzzling. It looks a little like the attitude some Chris
tians adopt toward faith healing: it can't be done, but even if it could 
it shouldn't be. What exactly, or even approximately, do these sons and 
daughters of the Reformation have against proving the existence of God? 
What could they h;;,ve against it? What could be less objectioc:able to any 
but the most obdurate atheist? 
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A. The Objection Initially Stated 

By way of answering this question, I want to consider three represen
tative Reformed thinkers. Let us begin with the nineteenth-century Dutch 
theologian Herman Bavinck: 

A distinct natural theology, obtained apart from any revelation, merely 
through observation and study of the universe in which man lives, 
does not exist. ... 

Scripture urges us to behold heaven and earth, birds and ants, 
flowers and lilies, in order that we may see and recognize God in 
them. "Lift up your eyes on high, and sec who hath created these." 
Is. 40:26. Scripture does not reason in the abstract. It does not make 
God the conclusion of a syllogism, leaving it to us whether we think 
the argument holds or not. But it speaks with authority. Both theo
logically and religiously it proceeds from God as the starting point. 

We receive the impression that belief in the existence of God 
is based entirely upon these proofs. But indeed that would be "a 
wretched faith, which, before it invokes God, must first prove his 
existence." The contrary, however, is the truth. There is not a single 
object the existence of which we hesitate to accept until definite proofs 
are furnished. Of the existence of self, of the world round about 
us, of logical and moral laws, etc., we are so deeply convinced be
cause of the indelible impressions which all these things make upon 
our consciousness that we need no arguments or demonstration. Spon
taneously, altogether involuntarily: without any constraint or coer
cion, we accept that existence. Now the same is true in regard to 
the existence of God. The so-called proofs are by no means the final 
grounds of our most certain conviction that God exists. This cer
tainty is established only by faith; that is, by the spontaneous testi
mony which forces itself upon us from every side. 36 

According to Bavinck, then, belief in the existence of God is not based 
upon proofs or arguments. By "argument" here I think he means argu
ments in the style of natural theology- the sort given by Aquinas and 
Scotus and later by Descartes, Leibniz, Clarke, and others. And what he 
means to say, I think, is that Christians do not need such arguments. Do 
not need them for what? 

Here I think Bavinck means to hold two things. First, arguments 
or proofs are not, in general, the source of the believer's confidence in 
God. Typically the believer does not believe in God on the basis of argu
ments; nor does he believe such truths as that God has created the world 
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on the basis of arguments. Second, argument is not needed for rational 
justification; the believer is entirely within his epistemic right in believing, 
for example, that God has created the world, even if he has no argument 
at all for that conclusion. The believer does not need natural theology 
in order to achieve rationality or epistemic propriety in believing; his belief 
in God can be perfectly rational even if he knows of no cogent argument, 
deductive or inductive, for the existence of God- indeed, even if there 
is no such argument. 

Bavinck has three further points. First he means to add, I think, 
that we cannot come to knowledge of God on the basis of argument; the 
arguments of natural theology just do not work. (And he follows this pas
sage with a more or less traditional attempt to refute the theistic proofs, 
including an endorsement of some of Kant's fashionable confusions about 
the ontological argument.) Second, Scripture "proceeds from God as the 
starting point," and so should the believer. There is nothing by way of 
proofs or arguments for God's existence in the Bible; that is simply pre
supposed. The same should be true of the Christian believer then; he should 
start from belief in God rather than from the premises of some argument 
whose conclusion is that God exists. What is it that makes those premises 
a be.tter starting point anyway? And third, Bavinck points out that belief 
in God relevantly resembles belief in the existence of the self and of the 
external world- and, we might add, belief in other minds and the past. 
In none of these areas do we typically have proof or arguments, or need 
proofs or arguments. 

Suppose we turn next to John Calvin, who is as good a Calvinist 
as any. According to Calvin God has implanted in us all an innate ten
dency, or nisus, or disposition to believe in him: 

'There is within the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, 
an awareness of divinity.' This we take to be beyond controversy. 
To prevent anyone from taking refuge in the pretense of ignorance, 
God himself has implanted in all men a certain understanding of 
his divine majesty. Ever renewing its memory, he repeatedly sheds 
fresh drops. Since, therefore, men one and all perceive that there 
is a God and that he is their Maker, they are condemned by their 
own testimony because they have failed to honor him and to con
secrate their lives to his will. If ignorance of God is to be looked for 
anywhere, surely one is most likely to find an example of it among 
the more backward folk and those more remote from civilization. 
Yet there is, as the eminent pagan says, no nation so barbarous, no 
people so savage, that they have not a deep-seated conviction that 
there is a God. So deeply does the common conception occupy the 
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minds of all, so tenaciously does it inhere in the hearts of all! There
fore, since from the beginning of the world there has been no re
gion, no city, in short, no household, that could do without religion, 
there lies in this a tacit confession of a sense of deity inscribed in 
the hearts of all. 

Indeed, the perversity of the impious, who though they strug
gle furiously are unable to extricate themselves from the fear of 
God, is abundant testimony that this conviction, namely, that there 
is some God, is naturally inborn in all, and is fixed deep within, 
as it were in the very marrow .... From this we conclude that it is 
not a doctrine that must first be learned in school, but one of which 
each of us is master from his mother's womb and which nature it
self permits no one to forget. 31 

Calvin's claim, then, is that God has created us in such a way that 
we have a strong tendency or inclination toward belief in him. This ten
dency has been in part overlaid or suppressed by sin. Were it not for the 
existence of sin in the world, human beings would believe in God to the 
same degree and with the same natural spontaneity that we believe in 
the existence of other persons, an external world, or the past. This is the 
natural human condition; it is because of our presently unnatural sinful 
condition that many of us find belief in God difficult or absurd. The fact 
is, Calvin thinks, one who does not believe in God is in an epistemically 
substandard position- rather like a man who does not believe that his 
wife exists, or thinks she is like a cleverly constructed robot and has no 
thoughts, feelings, or consciousness. 

Although this disposition to believe in God is partially suppressed, 
it is nonetheless universally present. And it is triggered or actuated by 
a widely realized condition: 

Lest anyone, then, be excluded from access to happiness, he not only 
sowed in men's minds that seed of religion of which we have spoken, 
but revealed himself and daily discloses himself in the whole work
manship of the universe. As a consequence, men cannot open their 
eyes without being compelled to see him. (51) 

Like Kant, Calvin is especially impressed in this connection, by the mar
velous compages of the starry heavens above: 

Even the common folk and the most untutored, who have been 
taught only by the aid of the eyes, cannot be unaware of the excel
lence of divine art, for it reveals itself in this innumerable and yet 
distinct and well-ordered variety of the heavenly host. (50) 
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And Calvin's claim is that one who accedes to this tendency and in these 
circumstances accepts the belief that God has created the world- perhaps 
upon beholding the starry heavens, or the splendid majesty of the moun
tains, or the intricate, articulate beauty of a tiny flower- is entirely within 
his epistemic rights in so doing. It is not that such a person is justified 
or rational in so believing by virtue of having an implicit argument- some 
version of the teleological argument, say. No; he does not need any argu
ment for justification or rationality. His belief need not be based on any 
other propositions at all; under these conditions he is perfectly rational 
in accepting belief in God in the utter absence of any argument, deductive 
or inductive. Indeed, a person in these conditions, says Calvin, knows that 
God exists. 

Elsewhere Calvin speaks of "arguments from reason" or rational 
arguments: 

The prophets and apostles do not boast either of their keenness or 
of anything that obtains credit for them as they speak; nor do they 
dwell upon rational proofs. Rather, they bring forward God's holy 
name, that by it the whole world may be brought into obedience 
to him. Now we ought to see how apparent it is not only by plausible 
opinion but by clear truth that they do not call upon God's name 
heedlessly or falsely. If we desire to provide in the best way for our 
consciences- that they may not be perpetually beset by the instabil
ity of doubt or vacillation, and that they may not also boggle at 
the smallest quibbles -we ought to seek our conviction in a higher 
place than human reasons, judgments, or conjectures, that is, in the 
secret testimony of the Spirit. (book I, chapter 7, p. 78) 

Here the subject for discussion is not belief in the existence of God, 
but belief that God is the author of the Scriptures; I think it is clear, how
ever, that Calvin would say the same thing about belief in God's existence. 
The Christian does not need natural theology, either as the source of his 
confidence or to justify his belief. Furthermore, the Christian ought not 
to believe on the basis of argument; if he does, his faith is likely to be 
"unstable and wavering," the "subject of perpetual doubt." If my belief 
in God is based on argument, then if I am to be properly rational, epis
temically responsible, I shall have to keep checking the philosophical jour
nals to see whether, say, Anthony Flew has finally come up with a good 
objection to my favorite argument. This could be bothersome and time
consuming; and what do I do if someone does find a flaw in my argu
ment? Stop going to church? From Calvin's point of view believing in 
the existence of God on the basis of rational argument is like believing 
in the existence of your spouse on the basis of the analogical argument 
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for other minds-whimsical at best and unlikely to delight the person 
concerned. 

B. The Barthian Dilemma 

The twentieth-century theologian Karl Barth is particularly scathing 
in his disapproval of natural theology. Thai he disapproves is overwhelm
ingly clear. His reasons for thus disapproving, however, are much less clear; 
his utterances on this topic, as on others, are fascinating but Delphic in 
everything but length. Sometimes, indeed, he is outrageous, as when he 
suggests that the mere act of believing or accepting the Christian message 
is a manifestation of human pride, self-will, contumacy, and sin. Else
where, however, he is both more moderate and thoroughly intriguing: 

Now suppose the partner in the conversation [that is, natural theol
ogy] discovers that faith is trying to use the well-known artifice of 
dialectic in relation to him. We are not taking him seriously because 
we withhold from him what we really want to say and represent. 
It is only in appearance that we devote ourselves to him, and there
fore what we say to him is only an apparent and unreal statement. 
What will happen then? Well, not without justice- although mis
construing the friendly intention which perhaps motivates us- he 
will see himself despised and deceived. He will shut himself up and 
harden himself against the faith which does not speak out frankly, 
which deserts its own standpoint for the standpoint of unbelief. What 
use to unbelief is a faith which obviously knows different? And how 
shocking for unbelief is a faith which only pretends to take up with 
unbelief a common position. _ .. This dilemma betrays the inner con
tradiction in every form of a "Christian" natural theology. It must 
really represent and affirm the standpoint of faith. Its true objective 
to which it really wants to lead unbelief is the knowability of the 
real God through Himself in his revelation. But as a "natural" theol
ogy, its initial aim is to disguise this and therefore to pretend to share 
in the life-endeavour of natural man. It therefore thinks that it should 
appear to engage in the dialectic of unbelief in the expectation that 
here at least a preliminary decision in regard to faith can and must 
be reached. Therefore, as a natural theology it speaks and acts im
properly .... We cannot experiment with unbelief, even if we think 
we know and possess all sorts of interesting and very promising pos
sibilities and recipes for it. We must treat unbelief seriously. Only 
one thing can be treated more seriously tha11 unbelief; and that is 
faith itself- or rather, the real God in whom faith believes. But faith 
itself- or rather, the real God in whom faith believes- must be taken 
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so seriously that there is no place at all for even an apparent trans
position to the standpoint of unbelief, for the pedagogic and playful 
self-lowering into the sphere of its possibilities. 3 s 

We must try to penetrate a bit deeper into these objections to natural 
theology, and suppose we start with Barth. Precisely what is the objection 
to which he is pointing? That somehow it is improper or un-Christian 
or dishonest or impious to try to prove God's existence; but how exactly? 
Barth speaks here of a dilemma that confronts the natural theologian. 
Dilemmas have horns; what are the horns of this one? The following, I 
think. In presenting a piece of natural theology, either the believer must 
adopt what Barth calls "the standpoint of unbelief' or he must pretend 
to his unbelieving interlocutor to do so. If he does the former, he deserts 
his Christian standpoint; but if he does the latter, he is dishonest, in bad 
faith, professing to believe what in fact he does not believe. But what is 
the standpoint of unbelief and what is it to adopt it? And how could 
one fall into this standpoint just by working at natural theology, just by 
making a serious attempt to prove the existence of God? 

Perhaps Barth is thinking along the following lines. In arguing about 
the existence of God, in attempting to prove it, one implicitly adopts a 
certain stance. In adopting this stance one presupposes that it is not yet 
known whether there is a God; that remains to be seen; that is what is 
up for discussion. In adopting this stance, furthermore, the natural theo
logian implicitly concedes that what one ought to believe here depends 
on the result of the inquiry; if there are good arguments for the existence 
of God, then we-that is, we believers and unbelievers who together are 
engaged in this inquiry- ought to accept God's existence; if there are good 
arguments against the existence of God, we ought to accept its denial; 
and if the arguments on both sides are equally strong (and equally weak) 
then perhaps the right thing to do is to remain agnostic. 

In adopting this stance one concedes that the rightness or propriety 
of belief and unbelief depends upon the outcome of a certain inquiry. 
Belief in God is right and proper only if there is on balance better reason 
to believe than not to believe- only if, that is, the arguments for the ex
istence of God are stronger than those against it. But of course an inquiry 
has a starting point, and arguments have premises. In supposing the issue 
thus dependent upon the outcome of argument, one supposes the appro
priate premises are available. What about these premises? In adopting this 
stance the natural theologian implicitly commits himself to the view that 
there is a certain set of propositions from which the premises of theistic 
and antitheistic arguments are to be dr;twn- a s-et of propos:tions such 
that belief in God is rational or proper only if it stands in the right relation 
to that set. He concurs with his unbelieving interlocutor that there is a 
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set of propositions both can appeal to, a set of propositions accepted by 
all or nearly all rational persons; and the propriety or rightness of belief 
in God depends on its relation to these propositions. 

What are these propositions and where do they come from? We shall 
have to enter that question more deeply later; for the moment let us call 
them "the deliverances of reason." Then to prove or demonstrate that God 
exists is to exhibit a deductive argument whose conclusion is that God 
exists, whose premises are drawn from the deliverances of reason, and each 
of whose steps is by way of an argument whose corresponding conditional 
is among the deliverances of reason. Aquinas' first three ways would be 
attempts to demonstrate the existence of God in just this sense. A demon
stration that God does not exist, of course, would be structurally isomor
phic; it would meet the second and third condition just mentioned but 
have as conclusion the proposition that there is no such person as God. 
An alleged example would be the deductive argument from evil- the claim 
that the existence of evil is among the deliverances of reason and is incon
sistent with the existence of God. 

Of course it might be that the existence or God does not thus follow 
from the deliverances of reason but is nonetheless probahle or likely with 
respect to them. One could then give a probabilistic or inductive argument 
for the existence of God, thus showing that theistic belief is rational, or 
epistemically proper, in that it is more likely than not with respect to the 
deliverances of reason. Perhaps Aquinas' Fifth Way and Paley's argument 
from design can be seen as falling into this category, and perhaps the prob
abilistic argument from evil- the claim that it is unlikely that God exists, 
given all the evil there is- can then be seen as a structurally similar argu
ment for the conclusion that unbelief is the proper attitude. 

According to Barth, then, the natural theologian implicitly concedes 
that the propriety of belief in God is to be tested by its relationship to 
the deliverances of reason. Belief is right, or rational, or rationally accept
able only if it stands in the proper relationship to the deliverances of reason 
-only if, for example, it is more likely than not or at any rate not unlikely 
with respect to them. 

Now to adopt the standpoint of unbelief is not, as Barth sees it, 
to reject belief in God. One who enthusiastically accepts and believes in 
the existence of God can nonetheless be in the standpoint of unbelief. 
To be in that standpoint it is sufficient to hold that belief in God is ra
tionally permissible for a person only if he or she has a good argument 
for it. To be in the standpoint of unbelief is to hold that belief in God 
is rationally acceptable only if it is more likely than not with respect to 
the delivera:u·es u/ reason. One who hold~ this bdief, i>ays Barth, is in 
the standpoint of unbelief; his ultimate commitment is to the deliverances 
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of reason rather than to God. Such a person "makes reason a judge over 
Christ," or at any rate over the Christian faith. And to do so, says Barth, 
is utterly improper for a Christian. 

The horns of the Barthian dilemma, then, are bad faith or dishon
esty on the one hand and the standpoint of unbelief on the other. Either 
the natural theologian accepts the standpoint of unbelief or he does not. 
In the latter case he misleads and deceives his unbelieving interlocutor 
and thus falls into bad faith. In the former case he makes his ultimate 
commitment to the deliverances of reason, a posture that is for a Christian 
totally inappropriate, a manifestation of sinful human pride. 

And this attempt to prove the existence of God certainly cannot end 
in any other way than with the affirmation that even apart from 
God's grace, already preceding God's grace, already anticipating it, 
he is ready for God, so that God is knowable to him otherwise than 
from and through himself. Not only does it end with this. In princi
ple, it begins with it. For in what does it consist but in the arroga
tion, preservation and affirmation of the self-sufficiency of man and 
therefore his likeness with God? (135) 

C. Rejecting Classical Foundationalism 

Now I think the natural theologian has a sound response to Barth's 
dilemma: she can execute the maneuver known to dialectician and mata
dor alike as "escaping between the horns." As a natural theologian she 
offers or endorses theistic arguments, but why suppose that her own belief 
in God must be based upon such argument? And if it is not, why suppose 
she must pretend that it is? Perhaps her aim is to point out to the unbe
liever that belief in God follows from other things he already believes, 
so that he can continue in unbelief (and continue to accept these other 
beliefs) only on pain of inconsistency. We may hope this knowledge will 
lead him to give up his unbelief, but in any event she can tell him quite 
frankly that her belief in God is not based on its relation to the deliver
ances of reason. Indeed, she can follow Calvin in claiming that belief in 
God ought not to be based on arguments from the deliverances of reason 
or anywhere else. So even if "the standpoint of unbelier• is as reprehensi
ble as Barth says it is, his dilemma seems to evaporate. 

What is most interesting here is not Barth's claim that the natural 
theologian faces this dilemma; here he is probably wrong, or at any rate 
not clearly right. More interesting is his view that belief in God need not 
be based on argument. Barth joins Calvin and Bavinck in holding that 
the believer in God is entidy within his rights !n believ:r..;,; as he does 
even if he does not know of any good theistic argument (deductive or 
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inductive), even if he does not believe there is any such argument, and 
even if in fact no such argument exists. Like Calvin, Kuyper, and Bavinck, 
Barth holds that belief in God is properly basic- that is, such that it is 
rational to accept it without accepting it on the basis of any other proposi
tions or beliefs at alL In fact, they think the Christian ought not to accept 
belief in God on the basis of argument; to do so is to run the risk of 
a faith that is unstable and wavering, subject to all the wayward whim 
and fancy of the latest academic fashion. What the Reformers held was 
that a believer is entirely rational, entirely within his epistemic rights, in 
starting with belief in God, in accepting it as basic, and in taking it as 
premise for argument to other conclusions. 

In rejecting natural theology, therefore, these Reformed thinkers mean 
to say first of all that the propriety or rightness of belief in God in no 
way depends upon the success or availability of the sort of theistic argu
ments that form the natural theologian's stock in trade. I think this is 
their central claim here, and their central insight. As these Reformed think
ers see things, one who takes belief in God as basic is not thereby violating 
any epistemic duties or revealing a defect in his noetic structure; quite 
the reverse. The correct or proper way to believe in God, they thought, 
was not on the basis of arguments from natural theology or anywhere 
else; the correct way is to take belief in God as basic. 

I spoke earlier of classical foundational ism, a view that incorporates 
the following three theses: 

and 

(1) In every rational noetic structure there is a set of beliefs taken 
as basic- that is, not accepted on the basis of any other beliefs, 

(2) In a rational noetic structure nonbasic belief is proportional to 
support from the foundations, 

(3) In a rational noetic structure basic beliefs will be self-evident 
or incorrigible or evident to the senses. 

Now I think these three Reformed thinkers should be understood as reject
ing classical foundationalism. They may have been inclined to accept (I); 
they show no objection to (2); but they were utterly at odds with the idea 
that the foundations of a rational noetic structure can at most include 
propositions that are self-evident or evident to the senses or incorrigible. 
In particular, they were prepared to insist that a rational noetic structure 
can include belief in God as basic. As Bavinck put it, "Scripture ... does 
not make God the conclusion of a syllogism, leaving it to us whether we 
think the argument holds or not. Rut it speaks with authority. Both theo
logically and religiously it proceeds from God as the starting point" (above, 
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p. 64). And of course Bavinck means to say that we must emulate Scrip
ture here. 

In the passages I quoted earlier, Calvin claims the believer does not 
need argument- does not need it, among other things, for epistemic re
spectability. We may understand him as holding, I think, that a rational 
noetic structure may very well contain belief in God among its founda
tions. Indeed, he means to go further, and in two separate directions. In 
the first place he thinks a Christian ought not believe in God on the basis 
of other propositions; a proper and well-formed Christian noetic structure 
will in fact have belief in God among its foundations. And in the second 
place Calvin claims that one who takes belief in God as basic can know 
that God exists. Calvin holds that one can rationally accept belief in God 
as basic; he also claims that one can know that God exists even if he has 
no argument, even if he does not believe on the basis of other proposi
tions. A foundationalist is likely to hold that some properly basic beliefs 
are such that anyone who accepts them knows them. More exactly, he 
is likely to hold that among the beliefs properly basic for a person S, 
some are such that if S accepts them, S knows them. He could go on 
to say that other properly basic beliefs cannot be known if taken as basic, 
but only rationally believed; and he might think of the existence of God 
as a case in point. Calvin will have none of this; as he sees it, one needs 
no arguments to know that God exists. 

One who holds this view need not suppose that natural theology is of no 
use. In the first place, if there were good arguments for the existence of God, 
that would be a fact worth knowing in itself- just as it would be worth knowing 
(if true) that the analogical argument for other minds is successful, or that there 
are good arguments from self-evident and incorrigible propositions to the exis
tence of other minds. Second, natural theology could be useful in helping some
one move from unbelief to belief. The arguments are not successful from the point 
of view of classical foundationalism; probably, that is, they do not start from 
premises that are self-evident, incorrigible, or evident to the senses and then pro
ceed by argument forms that are self-evidently valid to the conclusion that God 
exists. Nonetheless there may be (in fact there are) people who accept propositions 
and argument forms out of which a theistic argument can be constructed; for 
these people theistic arguments can be useful as a means of moving toward what 
Calvin sees as the best way to believe in God: as basic. 

PART IV: IS BELIEF IN GOD PROPERLY BASIC? 

According to the Reformed thinkers discussed in the last section the 
answer is "Yes indeed." I enthusiastically concur in this contention, and 
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in this section I shall try to clarify and develop this view and defend it 
against some objections. I shall argue first that one who holds that belief 
in God is properly basic is not thereby committed to the view that just 
about anything is; I shall argue secondly that even if belief in God is ac
cepted as basic, it is not groundless; I shall argue thirdly that one who 
accepts belief in God as basic may nonetheless be open to arguments against 
that belief; and finally I shall argue that the view I am defending is not 
plausibly thought of as a species of jideism. 

A. The Great Pumpkin Objection 

It is tempting to raise the following sort of question. If belief in 
God is properly basic, why cannot just any belief be properly basic? Could 
we not say the same for any bizarre aberration we can think of? What 
about voodoo or astrology? What about the belief that the Great Pump
kin returns every Halloween? Could I properly take that as basic? Suppose 
I believe that if I flap my arms with sufficient vigor, I can take off and 
fly about the room; could I defend myself against the charge of irration
ality by claiming this belief is basic? If we say that belief in God is properly 
basic, will we not be committed to holding that just anything, or nearly 
anything, can properly be taken as basic, thus throwing wide the gates 
to irrationalism and superstition? 

Certainly not. According to the Reformed epistemologist certain 
beliefs are properly basic in certain circumstances; those same beliefs may 

'not be properly basic in other circumstances. Consider the belief that I 
see a tree: this belief is properly basic in circumstances that are hard to 
describe in detail, but include my being appeared to in a certain charac
teristic way; that same belief is not properly basic in circumstances in
cluding, say, my knowledge that I am sitting in the living room listening 
to music with my eyes closed. What the Reformed epistemologist holds 
is that there are widely realized circumstances in which belief in God is 
properly basic; but why should that be thought to commit him to the idea 
that just about any belief is properly basic in any circumstances, or even 
to the vastly weaker claim that for any belief there are circumstances in 
which it is properly basic? Is it just that he rejects the criteria for proper 
basicality purveyed by classical foundationalism? But why should that be 
thought to commit him to such tolerance or irrationality? Consider an 
analogy. In the palmy days of positivism the positivists went about con
fidently wielding their verifiability criterion and declaring meaningless much 
that was clearly meaningful. Now suppose someone rejected a formula
tion of that criterion-the one to be found in the second edition of A. J. 
Ayer's Language, Truth and Logic, for example, Would that mean she 
was committed to holding that 
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(1) T' was brillig; and the slithy toves did gyre and gymble in the 
wabe, 

contrary to appearances, makes good sense? Of course not. But then the 
same goes for the Reformed epistemologist: the fact that he rejects the 
criterion of proper basicality purveyed by classical foundationalism does 
not mean that he is committed to supposing just anything is properly 
basic. 

But what then is the problem? Is it that the Reformed epistemologist 
not only rejects those criteria for proper basicality but seems in no hurry 
to produce what he takes to be a better substitute? If he has no such cri
terion, how can he fairly reject belief in the Great Pumpkin as properly 
basic? 

This objection betrays an important misconception. How do we 
rightly arrive at or develop criteria for meaningfulness, or justified belief, 
or proper basicality? Where do they come from? Must one have such a 
criterion before one can sensibly make any judgments-positive or negative 
-about proper basicality? Surely not. Suppose I do not know of a satis
factory substitute for the criteria proposed by classical foundationalism; 
I am nevertheless entirely within my epistemic rights in holding that cer
tain propositions in certain conditions are not properly basic. 

Some propositions seem self-evident when in fact they are not; that 
is the lesson of some of the Russell paradoxes. Nevertheless it would be 
irrational to take as basic the denial of a proposition that seems self-evident 
to you. Similarly, suppose it seems to you that you see a tree; you would 
then be irrational in taking as basic the proposition that you do not see 
a tree or that there are no trees. In the same way, even if I do not know 
of some illuminating criterion of meaning, I can quite properly declare 
(1) (above) meaningless. 

And this raises an important question- one Roderick Chisholm has 
taught us to ask. 39 What is the status of criteria for knowledge, or proper 
basicality, or justified belief? Typically these are universal statements. The 
modern foundationalist's criterion for proper basicality, for example, is 
doubly universal: 

(2) For any proposition A and person S, A is properly basic for S 
if and only if A is incorrigible for S or self-evident to S. 

But how could one know a thing like that? What are its credentials? Clearly 
enough, (2) is not self-evident or just obviously true. But if it is not, how 
does one arrive at it? What sorts of arguments would be appropriate? 
Of course a foundationalist might find (2) so appeaiing he ~in1ply iakes 
it to be true, neither offering argument for it nor accepting it on the basis 
of other things he believes. If he does so, however, his noetic structure 
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will be self-referentially incoherent. (2) itself is neither self-evident nor 
incorrigible; hence if he accepts (2) as basic, the modern foundationalist 
violates in accepting it the condition of proper basicality he himself lays 
down. On the other hand, perhaps the foundationalist will try to produce 
some argument for it from premises that are self-evident or incorrigible: 
it is exceeding hard to see, however, what such an argument might be like. 
And until he has produced such arguments, what shall the rest of us do
we who do not find (2) at all obvious or compelling? How could he use 
(2) to show us that belief in God, for example, is not properly basic? Why 
should we believe (2) or pay it any attention? 

The fact is, I think, that neither (2) nor any other revealing necessary 
and sufficient condition for proper basicality follows from clearly self
evident premises by clearly acceptable arguments. And hence the proper 
way to arrive at such a criterion is, broadly speaking, inductive. We must 
assemble examples of beliefs and conditions such that the former are ob
viously properly basic in the latter, and examples of beliefs and conditions 
such that the former are obviously not properly basic in the latter. We 
must then frame hypotheses as to the necessary and sufficient conditions 
of proper basicality and test these hypotheses by reference to those exam
ples. Under the right conditions, for example, it is clearly rational to be
lieve that you see a human person before you: a being who has thoughts 
and feelings, who knows and believes things, who makes decisions and 
acts. It is clear, furthermore, that you are under no obligation to reason 
to this belief from others you hold; under those conditions that belief 
is properly basic for you. But then (2) must be mistaken; the belief in 
question, under those circumstances, is properly basic, though neither self
evident nor incorrigible for you. Similarly, you may seem to remember 
that you had breakfast this morning, and perhaps you know of no reason 
to suppose your memory is playing you tricks. If so, you are entirely justi
fied in taking that belief as basic. Of course it is not properly basic on 
the criteria offered by classical foundationalists, but that fact counts not 
against you but against those criteria. 

I say we must assemble examples of beliefs and conditions such that the 
former are obviously properly basic in the latter, but" that is not exactly right. 
The sample set, by reference to which hypotheses as to the necessary and sufficient 
conditions of proper basicality must be tested, should contain belief-condition 
pairs < B,C > of that sort but also pairs where it is not clear whether B is justified 
in C, and pairs where it seems fairly clear but not obvious that B is justified in 
C. (Of course our sample set should display the same variety with respect to pairs 
< BC > where B is not justified in C.) 

The sample set, furthermore, should be revisable in the light of theory and 
under the pressure of argumenl. Thus we may come to see that a pair < BC >, 
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originally taken to be an example of a belief and circumstances such that the for
mer is justified in the latter, is really not of that sort. Further, it may be that 
we cannot find any revealing criterion; we may have to be content with some neces
sary conditions and some sufficient conditions. Perhaps my being appeared to 
redly, for example, is both necessary and sufficient for my being justified in taking 
it as basic that I am appeared to redly. For other sorts of beliefs, however, it may 
be extremely difficult to find a condition that is both necessary and sufficient. 
Consider memory beliefs for example; my seeming to remember that p may be 
necessary for my justifiably taking it as basic that I do remember that p, but it 
clearly is not sufficient. If, for example, I know that my memory is faulty on 
the subject matter of p, then presumably I am not justified in taking it as basic 
that I remember that p when it seems to me that I do; and it may be very hard 
to find a condition that when conjoined with it seems to me that I remember 
that p yields a condition that is both necessary and sufficient for my being justi
fied in taking it as basic that I remember that p. 

Furthermore, it may be that the best we can do here is to give some sufficient 
conditions of prima facie justification. When I am being appeared to in a certain 
way, I am prima facie justified in believing that I perceive a tree. But this justifica
tion is defeasible; if I am told by an authority that there are a lot of fake trees 
around, visually indistinguishable at medium range from real trees, then I am no 
longer justified in taking it as basic that I see a tree. So the circumstance of being 
appeared to in a certain way confers prima facie, not ultima facie, justification 
upon my belief that I see a tree. 

Accordingly, criteria for proper basicality must be reached from be
low rather than above; they should not be presented ex cathedra but ar
gued to and tested by a relevant set of examples. But there is no rea$on 
to assume, in advance, that everyone will agree on the examples. The Chris
tian will of course suppose that belief in God is entirely proper and ra
tional; if he does not accept this belief on the basis of other propositions, 
he will conclude that it is basic for him and quite properly so. Followers 
of Bertrand Russell and Madelyn Murray O'Hare may disagree; but how 
is that relevant? Must my criteria, or those of the Christian community, 
conform to their examples? Surely not. The Christian community is re
sponsible to its set of examples, not to theirs. 

And hence criteria for proper basicality arrived at in this particularistic way 
may not be polemically useful. If you and I start from different examples- if 
my set of examples includes a pair < B,C > (where B is, say, belief in God and 
C is some condition) and your set of examples does not include < BC > -then 
we may very well arrive at different criteria for proper basicality. Furthermore 
I cannot sensibly use my criterion to try to convince you that B is in fact properly 
basic in C, for you will point out, quite properly, that my criterion is based upon 
a set of examples that, as you see it, erroneously includes < BC > as an example 
of a belief and condition such that the former is properly basic in the latter. You 
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will thus be quite within your rights in claiming !hat my criterion is mistaken, 
although of course you may concede that, given my set of examples, I followed 
correct procedure in arriving at it. But of course by the same token you cannot 
sensibly use your criterion to try to convince me that B is not, in fact, properly 
basic in C. If criteria for proper basicality are arrived at in this particularistic 
way, they will not be or at any rate need not be polemically useful. Following 
this sort of procedure, we may not be able to resolve our disagreement as to the 
status of < B,C >; you will continue to hold that B is not properly basic in C, 
and I will continue to hold that it is. 

Of course it does not follow that there is no truth of the matter; if our 
criteria conflict, then at least one of them is mistaken, even if we cannot by further 
discussion agree as to which it is. Similarly, either I am mistaken in holding that 
B is properly basic inC, or you are mistaken in holding that it is not. Still further, 
if I am mistaken in this matter, then if I rake B as basic in C- that is, if I am 
in C and believe B without the evidential support of other beliefs- then I am 
irrational in so doing. Particularism does not imply subjectivism. 

So, the Reformed epistemologist can properly hold that belief in 
the Great Pumpkin is not properly basic, even though he holds that belief 
in God is properly basic and even if he has no full-fledged criterion of 
proper basicality. Of course he is committed to supposing that there is 
a relevant difference between belief in God and belief in the Great Pump
kin if he holds that the former but not the latter is properly basic. But 
this should prove no great embarrassment; there are plenty of candidates. 
These candidates are to be found in the neighborhood of the conditions 
that justify and ground belief in God- conditions I shall discuss in the 
next section. Thus, for example, the Reformed epistemologist may concur 
with Calvin in holding that God has implanted in us a natural tendency 
to see his hand in the world around us; the same cannot be said for the 
Great Pumpkin, there being no Great Pumpkin and no natural tendency 
to accept beliefs about the Great Pumpkin. 40 

B. The Ground of Belief in God 

My claim is that belief in God is properly basic; is does not follow, 
however, that it is groundless. Let me explain. Suppose we consider percep
tual beliefs, memory beliefs, and beliefs ascribing mental states to other 
persons, such beliefs as: 

(3) I see a tree, 

(4) I had breakfast this morning, 

and 

(5) That person is in pain. 



REASON AND BELIEF IN GoD 79 

Although beliefs of this sort are typically taken as basic, it would be a 
mistake to describe them as groundless. Upon having experience of a cer
tain sort, I believe that I am perceiving a tree. In the typical case I do 
not hold this belief on the basis of other beliefs; it is nonetheless not ground
less. My having that characteristic sort of experience-to use Professor 
Chisholm's language, my being appeared treely to- plays a crucial role 
in the formation of that belief. It also plays a crucial role in its justifica
tion. Let us say that a belief is justified for a person at a time if (a) he 
is violating no epistemic duties and is within his epistemic rights in accept
ing it then and (b) his noetic structure is not defective by virtue of his 
then accepting it. 41 Then my being appeared to in this characteristic way 
(together with other circumstances) is what confers on me the right to 
hold the belief in question; this is what justifies me in accepting it. We 
could say, if we wish, that this experience is what justifies me in holding 
it; this is the ground of my justification, and, by extension, the ground 
of the belief itself. 

If I see someone displaying typical pain behavior, I take it that he 
or she is in pain. Again, I do not take the displayed behavior as evidence 
for that belief; I do not infer that belief from others I hold; I do not 
accept it on the basis of other beliefs. Still, my perceiving the pain behav
ior plays a unique role in the formation and justification of that belief; 
as in the previous case it forms the ground of my justification for the 
belief in question. The same holds for memory beliefs. I seem to remem
ber having breakfast this morning; that is, I have an inclination to believe 
the proposition that I had breakfast. along with a certain past-tinged ex
perience that is familiar to all but hard to describe. Perhaps we should 
say that I am appeared to pastly; but perhaps that insufficiently distin
guishes the experience in question from that accompanying beliefs about 
the past not grounded in my own memory. The phenomenology of memory 
is a rich and unexplored realm; here I have no time to explore it. In this 
case as in the others, however, there is a justifying circumstance present, 
a condition that forms the ground of my justification for accepting the 
memory belief in question. 

In each of these cases a belief is taken as basic, and in each case 
properly taken as basic. In each case there is some circumstance or condi
tion that confers justification; there is a circumstance that serves as the 
ground of justification. So in each case there will be some true proposition 
of the sort 

(6) In condition C, S is justified in taking p as basic. 

Of course C wili vary with p. For a perceptual judgment such as 

(7) I see a rose-colored wall before me 
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C will include my being appeared to in a certain fashion. No doubt C 
will include more. If I am appeared to in the familiar fashion but know 
that I am wearing rose-colored glasses, or that I am suffering from a dis
ease that causes me to be thus appeared to, no matter what the color of 
the nearby objects, then I am not justified in laking (7) as basic. Similarly 
for memory. Suppose I know that my memory is unreliable; it often plays 
me tricks. In particular, when I seem to remember having breakfast, then, 
more often than not, I have not had breakfast. Under these conditions 
I am not justified in taking it as basic that I had breakfast, even though 
I seem to remember that I did. 

So being appropriately appeared to, in the perceptual case, is not 
sufficient for justification; some further condition- a condition hard to 
state in detail- is clearly necessary. The central point here, however, is 
that a belief is properly basic only in certain conditions; these conditions 
are, we might say, the ground of its justification and, by extension, the 
ground of the belief itself. In this sense basic beliefs are not, or are not 
necessarily, groundless beliefs. 

Now similar things may be said about belief in God. When the Re
formers claim that this belief is properly basic, they do not mean to say, 
of course, that there are no justifying circumstances for it, or that it is 
in that sense groundless or gratuitous. Quite the contrary. Calvin holds 
that God "reveals and daily discloses himself in the whole workmanship 
of the universe," and the divine art "reveals itself in the innumerable and 
yet distinct and well ordered variety of the heavenly host." God has so 
created us that we have a tendency or disposition to see his hand in the 
world about us. More precisely, there is in us a disposition to believe propo
sitions of the sort this flower was created by God or this vast and intricate 
universe was created by God when we contemplate the Oower or behold 
the starry heavens or think about the vast reaches of the universe. 

Calvin recognizes, at least implicitly, that other sorts of conditions 
may trigger this disposition. Upon reading the Bible, one may be impressed 
with a deep sense that God is speaking to him. Upon having done what 
I know is cheap, or wrong, or wicked, I may feel guilty in God's sight 
and form the belief God disapproves of what I have done. Upon confes
sion and repentance I may feel forgiven, forming the belief God forgives 
me for what I have done. A person in grave danger may turn to God, 
asking for his protection and help; and of course he or she then has the 
belief that God is indeed able to hear and help if he sees fit. When life 
is sweet and satisfying, a spontaneous sense of gratitude may well up within 
the soul; someone in this conditio•• may thank ar.d praise the Lord for 
his goodness, and will of course have the accompanying belief that indeed 
the Lord is to be thanked and praised. 
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There are therefore many conditions and circumstances that call forth 
belief in God: guilt, gratitude, danger, a sense of God's presence, a sense 
that he speaks, perception of various parts of the universe. A complete 
job would explore the phenomenology of all these conditions and of more 
besides. This is a large and important topic, but here I can only point 
to the existence of these conditions. 

Of course none of the beliefs I mentioned a moment ago is the sim
ple belief that God exists. What we have instead are such beliefs as: 

and 

(8) God is speaking to me, 

(9) God has created all this, 

(10) God disapproves of what I have done, 

(11) God forgives me, 

(12) God is to be thanked and praised. 

These propositions are properly basic in the right circumstances. But it 
is quite consistent with this to suppose that the proposition there is such 
a person as God is neither properly basic nor taken as basic by those who 
believe in God. Perhaps what they take as basic are such propositions as 
(8)-(12), believing in the existence of God on the basis of propositions 
such as those. From this point of view it is not wholly accurate to say 
that it is belief in God that is properly basic; more exactly, what are prop
erly basic are such propositions as (8)-(12), each of which self-evidently 
entails that God exists. It is not the relatively high-level and general propo
sition God exists that is properly basic, but instead propositions detailing 
some of his attributes or actions. 

Suppose we return to the analogy between belief in God and belief 
in the existence of perceptual objects, other persons, and the past. Here 
too it is relatively specific and concrete propositions rather than their 
more general and abstract colleagues that are properly basic. Perhaps such 
items as: 

(13) There are trees, 

(14) There are other persons, 

and 

(15) The world has existed for more than five minutes 

are not ;'1 fact properly basic; it is ir.-;tead such propositi011S as: 

(16) I see a tree, 
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(17) That person is pleased, 

and 

( 18) I had breakfast more than an hour ago 

that deserve that accolade. Of course propositions of the latter sort im
mediately and self-evidently entail propositions of the former sort, and 
perhaps there is thus no harm in speaking of the former as properly basic, 
even though so to speak is to speak a bit loosely. 

The same must be said about belief in God. We may say, speaking 
loosely, that belief in God is properly basic; strictly speaking, however, 
it is probably not that proposition but such propositions as (8)-{12) that 
enjoy that status. But the main point, here, is this: belief in God, or (8)
(12), are properly basic; to say so, however, is not to deny that there are 
justifying conditions for these beliefs, or conditions that confer justifica
tion on one who accepts them as basic. They are therefore not groundless 
or gratuitous. 

C. Is Argument Irrelevant to Basic Belief in God? 

Suppose someone accepts belief in God as basic. Does it not follow 
that he will hold this belief in such a way that no argument could move 
him or cause him to give it up? Will he not hold it come what may, in 
the teeth of any evidence or argument with which he could be presented? 
Does he not thereby adopt a posture in which argument and other rational 
methods of settling disagreement are implicitly declared irrelevant? Surely 
not. Suppose someone accepts 

( 19) There is such a person as God 

as basic. It does not for a moment follow that he will regard argument 
irrelevant to this belief of his; nor is he committed in advance to rejecting 
every argument against it. It could be, for example, that he accepts (19) 
as basic but also accepts as basic some propositions from which, by argu
ments whose corresponding conditionals he accepts as basic, it follows 
that (19) is false. What happens if he is apprised of this fact, perhaps 
by being presented with an argument from those propositions to the denial 
of (19)? Presumably some change is called for. If he accepts these proposi
tions more strongly than (19), presumably he will give the latter up. 

Similarly, suppose someone believes there is no God but also believes 
some prop0~itions from which belief in God follows hy argument forms 
he accepts. Presented with an argument from these propositions to the 
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proposition that God exists, such a person may give up his atheism and 
accept belief in God. On the other hand, his atheistic belief may be stronger 
than his belief in some of the propositions in question, or his belief in 
their conjunction. It is possible, indeed, that he knows these propositions, 
but believes some of them less firmly than he believes that there is no 
God; in that case, if you present him with a valid argument from these 
propositions to the proposition that God exists, you may cause him to 
give up a proposition he knows to be true. It is thus possible to reduce 
the extent of someone's knowledge by giving him a sound argument from 
premises he knows to be true. 

So even if I accept (19) as basic, it may still be the case that I will give 
up that belief if you offer me an argument from propositions I accept, by argu
ment forms I accept, to the denial of (19). But I do have other options. All your 
argument really shows is that there is trouble somewhere in my noetic structure. 
A change must be made somewhere, but the argument does not show where. Perhaps 
I will give up one of the premises instead, or perhaps I will give up their conjunc
tion. Perhaps I will give up one of the argument forms involved in the inference 
of the denial of (19) from those premises; this would be in the spirit of Hilary 
Putnam's suggestion that we give up the logical law of distribution because it 
is incompatible with quantum mechanics. Still another possibility: I may find all 
of (19), these premises, and the above-mentioned argument forms more worthy 
of belief than the contention that those argument forms lead from those premises 
to the denial of (19); if so, then perhaps I should give up that belief. 

So a person can accept belief in God as basic without accepting it 
dogmatically-that is, in such a way that he will ignore any contrary evi
dence or argument. And now a second question: Suppose the fact is belief 
in God is properly basic. Does it follow that one who accepts it dogmati
cally is within his epistemic rights? Does it follow that someone who is 
within his rights in accepting it as basic remains justified in this belief, 
no matter what counterargument or counterevidence arises? 

Again, surely not. The justification-conferring conditions mentioned 
above must be seen as conferring prima facie rather than ultima facie, 
or all-things-considered, justification. This justification can be overrid
den. My being appeared to treely gives me a prima facie right to take 
as basic the proposition I see a tree. But of course this right can be over
ridden; I might know, for example, that I suffer from the dreaded dendra
logical disorder, whose victims are appeared to treely only when there are 
no trees present. If I do know that, then I am not within my rights in 
taking as basic the proposition I see a tree when I am appeared to treely. 
The same goes for the conditions that confer justificatiOn on belief in 
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God. Like the fourteen-year-old theist (above, p. 33), perhaps I have been 
brought up to believe in God and am initially within my rights in so doing. 
But conditions can arise in which perhaps I am no longer justified in this 
belief. Perhaps you propose to me an argument for conclusion that it is 
impossible that there be such a person as God. If this argument is convinc
ing for me-jf it starts from premises that seem self-evident to me and 
proceeds by argument forms that seem self-evidently valid- then perhaps 
I am no longer justified in accepting theistic belief. Following John Pol
Jock, we may say that a condition that overrides my prima facie justifica
tion for p is defeating condition or defealer for p (for me). Defeaters, 
of course, are themselves prima facie defeaters, for the defeater can be 
defeated. Perhaps I spot a fallacy in the initially convincing argument; 
perhaps I discover a convincing argument for the denial of one of its prem
ises; perhaps I learn on reliable authority that someone else has done one 
of those things. Then the defeater is defeated, and I am once again within 
my rights in accepting p. Of course a similar remark must be made about 
defeater-defeaters: they are subject to defeat by defeater-defeater-defeaters 
and so on. 

Many believers in God have been brought up to believe, but then 
encountered potential defeaters. They have read books by skeptics, been 
apprised of the atheological argument from evil, heard it said that theistic 
belief is just a matter of wish fulfillment or only a means whereby one 
socioeconomic class keeps another in bondage. These circumstances con
stitute potential defeaters for justification in theistic belief. If the believer 
is to remain justified, something further is called for- something that prima 
facie defeats the defeaters. Various forms of theistic apologetics serve this 
function (among others). Thus the free-will defense is a defeater for the 
atheological argument from evil, which is a potential defeater for theistic 
belief. Suppose I am within my epistemic rights in accepting belief in God 
as basic; and suppose I am presented with a plausible argument- by 
Democritus, let us say-for the conclusion that the existence of God is 
logically incompatible with the existence of evil. (Let us add that I am 
strongly convinced that there is evil.) This is a potential defeater for my 
being rational in accepting theistic belief. What is required, if I am to 
continue to believe rationally, is a defeater for that defeater. Perhaps I 
discover a flaw in Democritus' argument, or perhaps I have it on reliable 
authority that Augustine, say, has discovered a flaw in the argument; then 
l am once more justified in my original belief. 

Of course if this happens, my original belief may still be basic; I do net 
now accept it on the basis of my belief that Democritus' argument is unsuccessful. 
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That fact does not, of course, constitute any evidence at all for the existence of 
God; but when I believe A on the basis of Band do so rationally, then B is part 
of my evidence for A. In this case, therefore, I would be irrational or at least in 
some way mistaken if I did believe in God on the basis of my belief that Democritus' 
argument is unsound. It could be the case, therefore, that in certain circumstances 
my rationally believing A requires that I believe B, even though rationality does 
not require and may even preclude my believing A on the basis of B. If I accept 
a belief A as basic and then encounter a defeater for A, rationality may require 
that if I continue to believe A, then I rationally believe there is a defeater for 
that defeater; but it does not require that I believe A on the basis of that belief. 
It may be that the conditions under which a belief A is properly basic for me 
include my rationally holding some other belief B. But it does not follow that 
if I am in those conditions, then A is not properly basic for me. 

What I have said in this section requires a great deal by way of supplement, 
qualification, and amplification. I do not have space here for that, but I shall 
at least suggest some hints for further study. 

First, one prima facie justification-conferring condition that does not get 
enough attention is training, or teaching, or (more broadly) testimony. If I ask you 
your name and you tell me, I have a prima facie right to believe what you say. A 
child is within his epistemic rights in believing what he is taught by his elders. An 
enormous proportion of beliefs are accepted at least partly by way of testimony: 
a much higher proportion than one might initially think. You may believe that the 
Kroller-Muller museum is in Gelderland, The Netherlands. Even if you have been 
there, you are dependent upon testimony for such information as that that mu
seum was indeed the Kroller-Mi.iller and that the area around the museum is in
deed part of Gelder land. You are also dependent upon testimony for your knowl
edge that Gelder land is pan of The Netherlands; perhaps you learned this by consult
ing a map. Indeed, even if you live in a nearby village and are the museum's chief 
caretaker, you are still dependent upon testimony for these items of information. 
And testimony, of course, is a prima facie justification-conferring circumstance. 

Second, what we have been discussing all along is what we might call weak 
justification: a condition satisfied by a person Sand a belief p when S is within 
his epistemic rights in accepting p. But there are other interesting and relevant 
epistemic conditions lurking in the neighborhood. Being appeared to treely may 
confer on me, not merely the prima facie right to believe that there is a tree present, 
but the more impressive epistemic condition of being such that if the belief in 
question is true, then I know it. Call that condition strong justification. Being 
thus appeared to may perhaps also lay obligations on me; perhaps in those condi
tions I am not merely within my rights in believing that there is a tree present; 
perhaps I have a prima facie obligation to do so. 

As I have said, testimony confers a prima facie right to believe; but in the 
typical case the epistemic condition one is in vis-a-vis p by virtue of having been 
told that pis not as favorable as the condition one enjoys vis-a-vis a proposition-
2 1- I = 3, say- that is apparently self-evident. There is a whole range of htercst
ing and relevant epistemic conditions here. 42 
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Third, the conditions that confer prima facie justification do not inevitably 
include belief What justifies me in believing that there is a tree present is just 
the fact that I am appeared to in a certain way; it is not necessary that I know 
or believe or consider the fact that I am being thus appeared to. What justifies 
me in believing, on a given occasion, that 2 + I = 3 is the fact that it then seems 
self-evident to me; there is the "clarity and brightness" (Locke) or luminous aura 
I referred to above. But to be justified it is not necessary that I believe, on that 
occasion, that my experience is of that character; I need not so much as raise 
the question. The condition's being satisfied is sufficient for prima facie justifica
tion; my knowing or believing that it is satisfied is not necessary. 

On the other hand, what sometimes confers prima facie justification upon 
me in accepting a proposition p as basic is a condition that includes my believing 
some other proposition q-where I do not believe p on the basis of q. I learned 
as a child that there is such a country as China. When I now hear or read some
thing like leading spokesmen for China today declared the Russian response to
tally unacceptable, 1 am prima facie within my rights in believing it; and part 
of the justifying condition is that I already know or believe that there are such 
countries as China and Russia. If I did not know or believe that, I would be justi
fied in believing, not the proposition those words do in fact express, but only 
something weaker -perhaps there are a pair of things respectively named "China" 
and "Russia," and leading spokesmen of the first declared the response of the 
second totally unacceptable. 

Finally, the relation between various justifying conditions and various epis
temic conditions can be much more subtle and complex than the above suggests. 
There may be a pair of conditions Cl and C2, each of which confers prima facie 
weak justification on p (for S), such that if S is in ooth conditions, then he has 
prima facie strong justification for p. On the other hand, these may be a pair 
of such prima facie weak-justification-conferring conditions (for p), such that if 
Sis in both, then he is prima facie obliged not to believe p. Order may also be 
important; it may be the CI and C2 are prima facie weak-justification-conferring 
conditions, such that if S is first in Cl and then in both Cl and C2, then p is 
prima facie strongly justified for him; but if he is first in C2 and then in both 
Cl and C2, p is only prima facie weakly justified for him. 

In this connection, consider again the conditions I mentioned above as prima 
facie conferring weak justification on belief in God. Some who believe in God 
have come to this belief by way of conversion- a deep and relatively sudden re
structuring on one's entire noetic structure. Others have been brought up or trained 
to believe; they originally acquired theistic belief by way of teaching or testimony 
on the part of their elders and by imitation of their elders. (Like moods and dis
eases, beliefs can be contagious.) This belief may then be sustained and reinforced 
by the conditions I mentioned above as weakly justifying belief in God. These 
conditions, furthermore, may confer a higher epistemic status upon belief in God. 
One who has been brought up to believe in God has a prima facie right to do 
so; but perhaps o.c:e who is brought up to believr and ~hen finds himself in o;te 
of the circumstances mentioned above has (prima facie) strong justification for 
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believing in God. Perhaps his condition is such that (given that his belief is true 
and given the absence of contravening conditions) he knows that God exists. 

D. Fideism 

I take up one final question. In Reflections on Christian Philosophy 
Ralph Mcinerny suggests that what I have been calling Reformed episte
mology is fide ism. Is he right? Is the Reformed epistemologist perforce 
a fideist? That depends: it depends, obviously enough, on how we propose 
to use the term "fideism." According to my dictionary fideism is "exclusive 
or basic reliance upon faith alone, accompanied by a consequent dispar
agement of reason and utilized especially in the pursuit of philosophical 
or religious truth." A fideist therefore urges reliance on faith rather than 
reason, in matters philosophical and religious; and he may go on to 
disparage and denigrate reason. We may thus distinguish at least two grades 
of fideism: moderate fideism, according to which we must rely upon faith 
rather than reason in religious matters, and extreme fideism, which dis
parages and denigrates reason. 

Now let us ask first whether the Reformed epistemologist is obliged 
to be an extreme fideist. Of course there is more than one way of disparag
ing reason. One way to do it is to claim that to take a proposition on 
faith is higher and better than accepting it on the basis of reason. Another 
way to disparage reason is to follow Kant in holding that reason left to 
itself inevitably falls into paradox and antimony on ultimate matters. Ac
cording to Kant pure reason offers us conclusive argument for supposing 
that the universe had no beginning, but also, unfortunately, conclusive 
arguments for the denial of that proposition. I do not think any of the 
alleged arguments are anywhere nearly conclusive, but if Kant were right, 
then presumably reason would not deserve to be paid attention to, at least 
on this topic. According to the most common brand of extreme fideism, 
however, reason and faith conflict or clash on matters of religious impor
tance; and when they do, faith is to be preferred and reason suppressed. 
Thus according to Kierkegaard faith teaches "the absurdity that the eter
nal is the historical." He means to say, I think, that this proposition is 
among the deliverances of faith but absurd from the point of view of rea
son; and it should be accepted despite this absurdity. The turn-of-the-century 
Russian theologian Shestof carried extreme fideism even further; he held 
that one can attain religious truth only by rejecting the proposition that 
2 + 2 = 4 and accepting instead 2 + 2 = 5. 

Now it is clear, I suppose, that the Reformed epistemologist need 
not be an extreme fideist. His views on the proper basicality of belief in 
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God surely do not commit him to thinking that faith and reason conflict. 
So suppose we ask instead whether the Reformed epistemologist is com
mitted to moderate fideism. And again that depends; it depends upon 
how we propose to use the terms "reason" and "faith." One possibility 
would be to follow Abraham Kuyper, who proposes to use these terms 
in such a way that one takes on faith whatever one accepts but does not 
accept on the basis of argument or inference or demonstration: 

There is thus no objection to the use of the term 'faith' for that func
tion of the soul by which it attains certainty immediately or directly, 
without the aid of discursive demonstration. This places f!'lith over 
against demonstration, but not over against knowing. 43 

On this use of these terms, anything taken as basic is taken on faith; any
thing believed on the basis of other beliefs is taken on reason. I take 
2 + 1 = 3 as basic; accordingly, I take it on faith. When I am appropriately 
appeared to, I take as basic such propositions as l see a tree before me 
or there is a house over there; on the present construal I take these things 
on faith. I remember that I had lunch this noon, but do not accept this 
belief on the basis of other propositions; this too, then, I take on faith. 
On the other hand, what I take on the basis of reason is what I believe 
on the basis of argument or inference from other propositions. Thus I 
take 2 + 1 = 3 on faith, but 21 x 45 = 945 by reason; for I accept the latter 
on the basis of calculation, which is a form of argument. Further, suppose 
I accept supralapsarianism or premillenialism or the doctrine of the virgin 
birth on the grounds that God proposes these doctrines for our belief and 
God proposes only truths; then on Kuyper's use of these terms I accept 
these doctrines not by faith but by reason. Indeed, if with Kierkegaard 
and Shestov I hold that the eternal is the historical and that 2 + 2 = 5 
because I believe God proposes these things for my belief, then on the 
present construal I take them not on faith but on the basis of reason. 

And here we can see, I think, that Kuyper's use of these terms is 
not the relevant one for the discussion of fideism. For consider Shestov. 
Shestov is an extreme fideist because he thinks faith and reason conflict; 
and when they do, he says, it is reason that must be suppressed. To para
phrase the poem, "When faith and reason clash, let reason go to smash!" 
But he is not holding that faith teaches something- 2 + 2 = 5, for example 
-that conflicts with a belief- 2 + 2 = 4- that one arrives at by reasoning 
from other propositions. On the contrary, the poignancy of the clash is 
just that what faith teaches conflicts with an immediate teaching of reason 
-a proJ)osit;.l)n th~t is apparently self-evident. On the Kuyperian use of 
these terms Shestov would be surprised to learn that he is not a fideist 
after all. For what he takes faith to connict with here is not something 
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one accepts by reason- that is, on the basis of other propositions. Indeed, 
on the Kuyperian account Shestov not only does not qualify as a fideist; 
he probably qualifies as an antifideist. Shestov probably did not recom
mend taking 2 + 2 = 5 as basic; he probably held that God proposes this 
proposition for our belief and that we should therefore accept it. On the 
other hand, he also believed, no doubt, that 2 + 2 = 4 is apparently self
evident. So given the Kuyperian use, Shestov would be holding that faith 
and reason conflict here, but it is 2 + 2 = 4 that is the deliverance of faith 
and 2 + 2 = 5 the deliverance of reason! Since he recommends accepting 
2 + 2 = 5, the deliverance of reason, he thus turns out to be a rationalist 
or antifideist, at least on this point. 

And this shows that Kuyper's use of these terms is not the relevant 
use. What we take on faith is not simply what we take as basic, and what 
we accept by reason is not simply what we take on the basis of other propo
sitions. The deliverances of reason include propositions taken as basic, 
and the deliverances of faith include propositions accepted on the basis 
of others. 

The Reformed epistemologist, therefore, is a fideist only if he holds 
that some .central truths of Christianity are not among the deliverances 
of reason and must instead be taken on faith. But just what are the de
liverances of reason? What do they include? First, clearly enough, self
evident propositions and propositions that follow from them by self
evidently valid arguments are among the deliverances of reason. But we 
cannot stop there. Consider someone who holds that according to correct 
scientific reasoning from accurate observation the earth is at least a couple 
of billion years old; nonetheless, he adds, the fact is it is no more than 
some 6000 years old, since that is what faith teaches. Such a person is 
a fideist, even though the proposition the earth is more than 6000 years 
old is neither self-evident nor a consequence of what is self-evident. So 
the deliverances of reason include more than the self-evident and its conse
quences. They also include basic perceptual truths (propositions "evident 
to the senses"), incorrigible propositions, certain memory propositions, 
certain propositions about other minds, and certain moral or ethical 
propositions. 

But what about the belief that there is such a person as God and 
that we are responsible to him? Is that among the deliverances of reason 
or an item of faith? For Calvin it is clearly the former. "There is within 
the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, an awareness of divinity . 
. . . God himself has implanted in all men a certain understanding of his 
divine majesty .... men one and all perceive that there is a God and that 
he is their Maker." (Institutes I, 3, 1) According to Calvin everyone, whether 
in the faith or not, has a tendency or nisus, in certain situations, to ap-
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prehend God's existence and to grasp something of his nature and actions. 
This natural knowledge can be and is suppressed by sin, but the fact re
mains that a capacity to apprehend God's existence is as much part of 
our natural noetic equipment as is the capacity to apprehend perceptual 
truths, truths about the past, and truths about other minds. Belief in the 
existence of God is in the same boat as belief in other minds, the past, 
and perceptual objects; in each case God has so constructed us that in 
the right circumstances we form the belief in question. But then the belief 
that there is such a person as God is as much among the deliverances 
of reason as those other beliefs. 

From this vantage point we can see, therefore, that the Reformed 
epistemologist is not a fideist at all with respect to belief in God. He does 
not hold that there is any conflict between faith and reason here, and he 
does not even hold that we cannot attain this fundamental truth by reason; 
he holds, instead, that it is among the deliverances of reason. 

Of course the nontheist may disagree; he may deny that the existence 
of God is part of the deliverances of reason. A former professor of mine 
for whom I had and have enormous respect once said that theists and 
nontheists have different conceptions of reason. At the time I did not know 
what he meant, but now I think I do. On the Reformed view I have been 
urging, the deliverances of reason include the existence of God just as 
much as perceptual truths, self-evident truths, memory truths, and the 
like. It is not that theist and nontheist agree as to what reason delivers, 
the theist then going on to accept the existence of God by faith; there 
is, instead, disagreement in the first place as to what are the deliverances 
of reason. But then the Reformed epistemologist is no more a fidcist with 
respect to belief in God than is, for example, Thomas Aquinas. Like the 
latter, he will no doubt hold that there are other truths of Christianity 
that are not to be found among the deliverances of reason- such truths, 
for example, as that God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself. 
But he is not a fideist by virtue of his views on our knowledge of God. 

By way of summary: I have argued that the evidentialist objection 
to theistic belief is rooted in classical foundationalism; the same can be 
said for the Thomistic conception of faith and reason. Classical founda
tionalism is attractive and seductive; in the final analysis, however, it turns 
out to be both false and self-referentially incoherent. Furthermore, the 
Reformed objection to natural theology, unformed and inchoate as it is, 
may best be seen as a rejection of classical foundationalism. As the Re
formed thinker sees things, being self-evident, or incorrigible, or evident 
to t.he SP.nses is not a nect>ssary condition of prope-r basicality. He goes 
on to add that belief in God is properly basic. He is not thereby committed 
to the idea that just any or nearly any belief is properly basic, even if 
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he lacks a criterion for proper basicality. Nor is he committed to the view 
that argument is irrelevant to belief in God if such belief is properly basic. 
Furthermore, belief in God, like other properly basic beliefs, is not ground
less or arbitrary; it is grounded in justification-conferring conditions. 
Finally, the Reformed view that belief in God is properly basic is not 
felicitously thought of as a version of fideism. 
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The Stranger 
George I. Mavrodes 

Carol Ten Boom's conscience still troubled her as she settled herself into 
the airliner seat and looked over the wing toward Chicago's O'Hare terminal. 

I really should have witnessed to her, she thought to herself. At least 
I could have said that I was a Christian ... or something. 

She was thinking of the girl with the long skirt, braided hair, and 
gigantic handbag who had offered her a flower in the terminal. A Moonie, 
she supposed, or maybe Hare Krishna. But she had simply mumbled, "No, 
thank you," and hurried on, unwilling to be trapped into the persevering 
conversation which she knew would follow. But now she wondered, as 
she often did these days, whether she should have gathered her courage 
to say something about Christ. Had she really denied him, after all, by 
saying nothing? 

These reflections about the past, however, were soon swallowed up 
by a more current problem. For as the passengers came down the aisle, 
looking from their ticket envelopes to the seat numbers, one man caught 
her attention. And no wonder. His dark face was made even darker by 
his billowing white shirt, and the pleated, folded, white cotton trousers. 
A fringe of black hair showed beneath his turban, a convoluted knot of 
fabric, maroon and gray. And as his eyes scanned the numbers on the 
overhead baggage racks a premonition seized Carol's heart. 

Her premonition was true. As she had somehow known he would, 
the dark man took the seat beside her. He pushed his brief case under 
the seat in front and awkwardly pulled the belt buckle from beneath him. 
Maybe he smiled at her. But Carol did not turn to see. 

A voice was coming over the intercom now, while the stewardess stood 
in front, dangling a yellow mask from her hand. Carol heard the voice 
in snatches: "extinguish all smoking materials and pull the mask toward 
you, placing it over the nose and .... " But though she was only a college 
senior, Car0l haJ a!ready heard that mess:Jg.: ma11y times. She had never 
seen the masks fall from their overhead compartments, and did not really 
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think she ever would. Nor would she ever use the lower seat cushions as 
flotation devices. The announcement meant no more to her now than the 
sound of the engines, or the thrust against her back as the plane gathered 
speed on the runway. 

He's an Indian, of course, she thought. A Hindu. Or maybe a Bud
dhist. Or were there any Indian Buddhists? Some religion had died out 
in India, but she couldn't remember which one. And how did one witness 
to a Hindu? Or a Buddhist? She had vowed- or was it really a vow? -that 
she would try to witness to whoever sat beside her. What if he asked her 
about Karma, or whether she had read the holy books of India? What 
if he couldn't speak English at all? Maybe that would be lucky, and then 
she was ashamed of thinking such a thing. And so she opened the book 
which she had brought along. There was still plenty of time, she thought, 
hours before they landed in San Francisco. Maybe it would be natural 
to say something when they were eating. Maybe he would see her bow 
her head to pray and would ask her about it. 

And so she read for a while. But the book was difficult- The Nature 
of Necessity- and she couldn't concentrate enough to make any real head
way in it. And then she glanced to her left- involuntarily, or so it seemed 
-and her eyes met those of her dark neighbor. And for a moment both 
of them were embarrassed. 

"I say, I'm sorry," the man said. "I didn't mean to stare. But one 
doesn't often see someone reading philosophy in an airliner.'' 

The incongruity between what Carol had expected and the precise 
British accents which she actually heard left her speechless. She looked 
down at her book and then at the man again, managing a smile. 

"You must be a university student," he said. 
"Well, yes," she said. "A college student, I mean. I go to Calvin Col

lege. In Michigan." 
"Calvin College? I haven't heard of it. Is it named for John Calvin, 

the reformer?" 
"Yes," she said. "It's a Christian college.'' 
"A Christian College!" the Indian said, smiling. "I say, that's splen

did! Then you must be a Christian. I'm a Christian, too." 
"You are?" Carol could not keep the surprise from her voice. 
"Yes," he said. "I was baptized almost six years ago. It was not long 

before I left for England." 
"That's wonderful," Carol said. She would have liked to ask him 

how he had come to be a Christian, an adult convert as it seemed. But 
maybe it would seem to be prying. And he said no more about it for the 
moment. 

"You must really like philosophy," he said, nodding at her book. 
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"Oh, I do." Carol brightened up. She really was enthusiastic about 
philosophy, and not at all reluctant in discussion. "I'm majoring in it at 
Calvin, and next year I hope to begin graduate work. I've applied at Yale, 
the University of Michigan, Cornell, and UCLA." 

"I say, that's really good! I'm awfully keen on philosophy myself. 
I read Greats at Oxford, mostly philosophy. And I. ... But I haven't in
troduced myself. I'm Ravi Guptar. Just call me Ravi." 

"I'm Carol," she said. "Carol Ten Boom. It's a Dutch name. My grand
parents came from the old country. I'm glad to meet you." 

"What are you most interested in in philosophy?" he asked her. 
"Oh, almost everything, but epistemology especially, and philosophy 

of religion." 
"Really?" he said. "I'm most interested in philosophy of religion, 

too. I suppose it's because of the way I myself carne to believe in Jesus." 
"Oh? How was that?" 
"It was because of an argument," he went on. "I understand that 

not many people come that way anymore. And maybe even stranger, it 
was an argument that I myself constructed." 

"Really?" 
"I was only twenty at the time, and I hadn't studied much philoso

phy yet, so it was really crude and rough in spots. But it was on the right 
track- I'm sure of that. I became convinced that the religion of Jesus 
Christ is the true way of salvation. So I found some Christians in Madras 
and was baptized. And I have worshipped God in the Christian way since 
then." 

"That's really strange," Carol said. "I don't think I've ever heard of 
anyone being converted by an argument. I thought it wasn't even possible. 
I thought only the Holy Spirit could lead someone to Christ." 

"Of course, I don't mean that the Holy Spirit wasn't in it," Ravi 
replied. "I'm sure that G0d did lead me by his Spirit. I've often heard 
Christians say that the Spirit works through sermons, through the Bible, 
and so on. In my case he worked through an argument." 

"But the theistic arguments actually aren't any good, are they?" said 
Carol. "I mean, they're not sound. Was your argument like the standard 
arguments in the textbooks?" 

"Well, not exactly. It has a part that is rather like Thomas' argument 
from causality, and a part that is pretty clearly a version of the teleological 
argument. But overall I haven't seen anything very close to it in the history 
of philosophy." 

''And do you still think that it's sound?" 
"Oh, absolutely," he said, "I told you it was pretty crude when 

first worked it out. There were some modal mistakes in it, and other mis-
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takes. But it was basically right. And in this past year at Oxford I've re
worked the whole thing. I've put it into rigorous form, and now it is a 
strict demonstration that Christianity is the true religion." 

Carol's hesitancy had disappeared by now. They were talking phi
losophy, and she was confident in that. She wasn't a PhD, but she wasn't 
a neophyte either, and she had no reluctance to plunge into the discussion. 

·~demonstration?" she said. "What do you mean by 'a demonstra
tion'?" And then, hearing the words herself, she blushed and said, "I'm 
sorry. I didn't mean to sound like a professor." 

"Perfectly alright," said Ravi. "It's exactly the right thing to ask. By 
a demonstration of p I mean a deductively valid argument which has p 
for its conclusion, and such that each premise is either incorrigible, or 
self-evident, or evident to the senses." 

·~nd you've got an argument like that for the truth of Christianity? 
I think some Calvin professors would be surprised to hear that." 

"But why?" The young Indian now seemed genuinely surprised him
self. ·~re there some who are not Christians?" 

"Oh, no, they're all Christians. But many of them say that there 
couldn't be a demonstrative argument or proof for Christianity. Nothing 
like what you've described. It's a matter of faith." 

"Well, I don't know why it shouldn't be faith," Ravi said with a per
plexed frown. "But anyway, for better or worse I seem to have this demon
stration. We can't do anything about that, can we?" 

"I'd be interested to hear it," Carol said. ·~nd maybe we could talk 
about it?" 

"Oh, by all means, by all means! But better to read it than to hear 
it." Ravi smiled a little apologetically as he reached for his briefcase. "I'm 
afraid it's a little long. Over 26 pages. Almost 200 numbered propositions. 
But I've tried to make every premise explicit, and to make every logical 
move clear and simple." 

He pulled out a stapled typescript and handed it to Carol. She saw 
that the title was "Christianity Demonstrated More Geometrico." And she 
began to read. 

She did not, however, read for long. Not a page, nor half a page, 
nor even a quarter of a page. For the very first premise- no more than 
a single line-stopped her. It read, "Jesus of Nazareth rose from the dead." 

Carol read the line again. There was no doubt of what it said. And 
it was clearly marked, "Premise." She looked up, wondering if this were 
a joke. But Ravi seemed to be smiling in an open and sincere way. 

"But Ravi, this premise .... "She pointed to it on the page. "It's .... 
I mean, I ... " 

Guptar looked at the page, now a little puzzled again. "Jesus rose 
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from the dead? But that's true, isn't it? That's how I began the journey 
to Christ." 

"But," she said, "of course you can get an argument for Christianity 
if you can start with premises like that. But it won't be a demonstration. 
This premise isn't ... well, I mean it's not ... " 

"I see," said Ravi, smiling easily again. "You think this premise is 
true, but not suitable for a demonstration. What do you think is wrong 
with it?" 

"Well," she said, "the premises are supposed to be either incorrigible, 
or self-evident, or evident to the senses. But this one is ... " And then 
she stopped. 

She stopped because it suddenly occurred to her that maybe Ravi 
was going to say that the resurrection was evident to the senses, that peo
ple had actually seen Jesus alive after his death and burial. or course, 
she hadn't seen him, but she couldn't deny (since she was a Christian) 
that someone had seen him. Or, on the other hand, maybe that shouldn't 
count. But why not? Why should her situation be more definitive than 
the experience of, say, Mary Magdalene? So maybe that premise did sat
isfy the requirements after all. Or should the notion of a demonstration 
be relativized, so that this argument might be a demonstration to some 
people but not to others? 

Those questions rose quickly in Carol's mind, but she had no time 
to sort them out. So she went ahead with what she had first intended 
to say. "This first premise isn't incorrigible, or self-evident, or evident to 
the senses. So the argument can't be a demonstration." 

"But it is," said the Indian quietly. "I'm sure of it." 
"It's what?" she asked. 
"It's self-evident that Jesus rose from the dead." 
For a moment Carol simply stared at Ravi, her mouth dropping open. 

Then she got herself together enough to speak. 
"Self-evident? But ... But how could it be? How could the resurrec

tion possibly be self-evident?" 
"Why shouldn't it be?" the man responded. He paused a moment, 

and then went on. "Look, Carol. You asked me what I meant by a 'dem
onstration'. Now let me ask you. How do you understand the concept 
of self-evidence?" 

"Well," she said, "the way it was explained in our epistemology class, 
a proposition is self-evident if just understanding it is enough to make 
you believe it. You couldn't understand it without believing it." 

"Fine!" He smiled at her. "A splendid definition. That's just what 
I mean about the resurrection." 

"It can't be," Carol said. "The self-evident truths are necessary 
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propositions -like 'two plus one equals three' and 'all bachelors are un
married'. But the resurrection is a historical fact; it's not a necessary truth." 

"Of course the resurrection is a historical fact, Carol. And it's not 
a necessary truth. You're certainly right about that. But why should that 
prevent it from being self-evident? Why should we suppose that all the 
self-evident truths are necessary truths?" 

"What else could they be?" 
"Some of them could be contingent truths. We just have to look 

and see." Ravi squirmed against his seat belt, trying to turn. "The defini
tion you gave is basically psychological. It defines the notion of self-evidence 
in terms of the way in which something can be believed, or not believed. 
Many philosophers have thought that there was an important class of propo
sitions which satisfied that definition. I think they were right about that. 
But some of these philosophers may also have thought that all self-evident 
truths were also necessary truths. On that, I think, they are mistaken. At 
the very least we should ask whether there is some argument which con
nects the logical notion of necessity with the psychological feature of self
evidence. Do you know such an argument?" 

As a matter of fact Carol could not think of any such argument, 
and so she turned to another problem. "Aren't there a lot of people who 
understand the claim that Christ rose from the dead but don't believe it?" 

"There certainly seem to be," Ravi said. "I don't want to deny it. 
But here I use a distinction which I was glad to find in St. Thomas
between what is simply self-evident and what is self-evident to someone. 
It is the latter notion which I am using. The resurrection is self-evident 
to me, and maybe to some people like me. I'm somebody who has to be
lieve that doctrine as soon as I understand it. And so on. But for those 
other people it's just not self-evident. They will have to proceed some 
other way." 

Carol now found herself with a variety of questions leading in dif
ferent directions. One involved a conjecture, and she decided to begin with 
that one. "Is there anything you believe, Ravi, which you don't take to 
be self-evident?" 

"Oh, sure," he said. "I don't by any means take all my beliefs to 
be self-evident. The existence of God, for example. I believe it, certainly, 
but it's not self-evident to me. When I first believed in Jesus' resurrection, 
I started to read the Bible and other Christian writings. Of course, I found 
a lot about God in them. But it was almost a year before I believed that 
there was a God. And then it was because I had worked out the first part 
of my argument. And it still doesn't seem at all self-evident to me." 

"But then why do you think the resurrection is self-evidt:nt?" 
"Two reasons. One is introspective. When I try to sort out the struc-
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ture of my own intellectual life from the inside, my belief in the resurrec
tion seems to be self-evident. It has that feel about it. It seems to me that 
I simply could not fail to believe it if I knew what was there to be believed. 
I just seem to recognize that disposition as part of my own intellectual 
machinery, my cognitive 'set'. The other reason is historical. I actually 
did believe this doctrine as soon as I heard it. The very first time I heard 
the resurrecrion mentioned I didn't know what the word 'resurrection' meant. 
I asked the teacher to explain it. And as soon as he did, I found myself 
believing the doctrine! I was really surprised, but there was nothing I could 
do about it. I was stuck with that belief, and I have been ever since." 

"But at least you had the testimony of your teacher to go on," Carol 
said. 

"Not at all. The man who explained the resurrection to me was a 
lapsed Hindu, teaching comparative religion. He's a Westernized natu
ralist with no sympathy at all for Christianity. I was a firm believer in 
the resurrection before I ever met a Christian or read a line of Christian 
literature." 

Carol shook her head. "It's incredible. It's so different from any
thing I've ever heard. I just can't believe it. How could you possibly have 
mental machinery like that? Where could you have gotten it?" 

"But that's an easy question, isn't it, Carol? At least, so it seems 
to me. I've got no doubt that God gave me that disposition to believe 
in the resurrection. It was his way of drawing me to Christ. And why not? 
Surely that's not beyond God's power? If he can give me a disposition 
to believe my senses, he can also give me a disposition to believe that Jesus 
rose from the dead." 

"But there's a difference, Ravi. Practically all of us believe our senses. 
But almost nobody- not even Christians- believes in the resurrection the 
way you do. Surely that difference is important?" 

"There certainly is that difference," the Indian replied. "But its im
portance is more obscure. If you're asking about why there is that differ
ence, I don't have any special theory about it. There are lots of differences 
among people. Some people have good eyesight, some poor, some are color
blind, some are totally blind. Some people are intelligent, some are dull, 
some can run a mile in four minutes, some in eight minutes. And so on. 
Why does God give us different gifts, different abilities? I don't know. 
But I can thank God for what he gave me, and go ahead to use it as well 
as I can. And other people can use what he gives to them." 

Guptar paused, but Carol said nothing. So he went on. "But maybe 
you really had a different question. Maybe you think that a disposition 
which almost everyone has is somehow better than a disposition whic~ 
only a few people have. But just how is it beller? 1.~ the more widespread 
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disposition supposed to be more reliable? But my disposition- even if I'm 
the only one to have it- is a disposition to believe a particular proposition. 
And that proposition is .... Well, what do you think about it, Carol? 
What do you say about the resurrection?" 

"Well, I think it's true, of course," she said. "Naturally, I'm a Chris
tian. But I don't think it's self-evident." 

"No," Ravi said. "But you think it's true. And so you also have to 
think that my disposition to believe it is reliable. In fact, it's 100 percent 
reliable. Nothing can be more reliable than that. That can't be the way 
in which my disposition falls short. Or do you think that in general the 
dispositions which God gives to a few people are less reliable than those 
he gives to many people? Maybe you believe that, but I don't. I don't see 
any reason to believe that God is more likely to deceive one person than 
two." 

At this point Carol decided to try another tack. "Let's go back to 
the definition of 'self-evidence'. Couldn't someone offer a different defini
tion, maybe entirely in terms of logical necessity, or at least one which 
made logical necessity a necessary condition for self-evidence?" 

"Of course they could," said Ravi. ":And on a definition like that, 
the resurrection will not be self-evident, and my argument will not be a 
demonstration. But so far that's just a matter of terminology. The real 
question is whether the new definition is better than the old. Does it pick 
out a class with some important feature, a class which the other definition 
ignores?" 

"Well, doesn't it?" Carol said. "Necessary truth is an important prop
erty, I should think." 

"No doubt it is. But is it important here?" 
"It sure seems like it. There could be a proposition which you can't 

help believing, but which is false nevertheless. But adding necessity to the 
definition of self-evidence will guarantee that what is self-evident is also 
true." 

Ravi smiled. "Of course it will do that. But we cannot make our
selves infallible, or even more learned, by altering a definition. It's harder 
than that." 

"I don't understand what you mean." 
"Well, look at it this way. All of the necessary truths are true, so 

if we build a requirement of necessary truth into the concept of self-evidence, 
then all self-evident beliefs will be true. But all of the contingent truths 
are true, too. So if we build contingent truth into self-evidence, then again 
self-evidence will guarantee truth. Contingent truth will do that job just 
as well as ne;::essary truth. But in either case we will still be exposed to 
all the same substantive mistakes as before. We will just have different 
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names for them. Instead of saying that a self-evident belief was false, we 
will say that a belief thought to be self-evident was not really so. But the 
substance of the mistake will be the same. The real question is whether 
something we can't help believing is false. If so, then we are just stuck 
with that false belief, and there's nothing we can do about it. No reshuf
fling of our terminology will help us there." 

"Well," said Carol, with a doubtful expression on her face, "that 
sounds right. But somehow I always thought that necessary truths were 
more solid than contingent truths. But let that go for now. You've got 
this argument you say is a demonstration. But what good. is it if it has 
to start from something like the resurrection? Isn't that what all this is 
about?" 

"I think that is important- maybe the most important question," 
Ravi said. "But, at the very least, my argument was good for me. It led 
me to Christ. And if there is someone with the same dispositions which 
I have, it may help them in the same way. And if there are people with 
somewhat different dispositions, but in the same ball park, as you Ameri
cans say, then my argument might give them a clue as to how to construct 
their own arguments." 

"But most people aren't like that, are they?" 
"No, probably not. And so my argument is not as good as the best 

imaginable argument. An argument which began with premises which were 
self-evident to everybody-that would really be something, wouldn't it? 
I wish I could invent one like that! But I can't, or at least so far I haven't. 
You've got the best I've been able to do, right there. It's not everything. 
All I claim is that it's something. It's a rigorous demonstration of the truth 
of Christianity. It's not a universal conversion machine." 

The stewardess was standing beside them in the aisle now, holding 
two dinner trays. Carol slid the manuscript from the tray table into her 
lap and picked up the napkin. 

"Okay," she said. "Okay. Maybe you're right. Anyway, let's eat. Then 
I'll read the rest of it." 

And to herself she thought, Maybe it wouldn't have been any stranger, 
talking to the girl. 



Christian Experience 
and Christian Belief 

William P. Alston 

I 

I take as my starting point the conviction that somehow what goes on 
in the experience of leading the Christian life provides some ground for 
Christian belief, makes some contribution to the rationality of Christian 
belief. We sometimes feel the presence of God; we get glimpses, at least, 
of God's will for us; we feel the Holy Spirit at work in our lives, guiding 
us, strengthening us, enabling us to love other people in a new way; we 
hear God speaking to us in the Bible, in preaching, or in the words and 
actions of our fellow Christians. Because of all this we are more justified 
in our Christian beliefs than we would have been otherwise. I am not sug
gesting that this is the whole ground or that it can do the whole job. I 
have no aspiration to be a late twentieth-century Schliermacher, spinning 
the whole web of Christian doctrine out of the personal experience of 
the contemporary believer. Nevertheless, if I could not find any confirma
tion of the Christian message in my own experience, I would be less justi
fied in accepting that message than I am in fact. To generalize the point, 
suppose that no one had ever experienced communion with God, had ever 
heard God speaking to him or her, had ever felt the strengthening influ
ence of the Holy Spirit in a difficult situation. In that case Christian belief 
would be a less rational stance than it is in fact. 

But though it seems to me plain that somehow this must be so, it 
is a task of no small magnitude to show how it is so, maintain the position 
in the face of numerous difficulties, and integrate it with other things that 
seem equally undeniable. In short, we are faced with a typical philosophi
cal problem. 

In the interest of grE"ate: fo;;m lei me delimit the topic in certain 
ways. 

103 
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First I will confine myself to those stretches of Christian experience 
open to humble lay Christians like myself, who have not undertaken a 
major contemplative or ascetic discipline, and who have not sacrificed 
all else to the attainment of an immediate vision of God. This means that 
I sacrifice the most obvious continuity with the bulk of the philosophical 
literature on the epistemology of religious experience, which is concen
trated, much too narrowly, on mystical experience. It is not surprising that 
so splashy and easily demarcated a phenomenon as mystical experience 
should have attracted so much attention, but mystical experience, because 
of the extreme immediacy and ineffability allegedly involved, poses very 
special problems not generated by its humbler relatives; and the obsession 
with mystical experience has led to a serious neglect of the epistemology 
of the person in the pew. 

Second, in order to avoid distracting side issues, I shall not consider 
experiences that would be termed hallucinatory from a physical standpoint 
-visions of the saints or of Jesus, literally hearing voices that emanate 
from no embodied speaker, and the like. I am not setting aside all sensory 
mediation: I am not excluding, for example, seeing the glory of God in 
majestic natural scenes or hearing God speak to me in what a friend says 
or does. It is only sensory hallucinations that are being set aside. 

Within these limitations I wish to range as ecumenically as possible 
over the full range of Christian experience- embracing the evangelical sense 
of having the burden of sin lifted from one after a commitment to Christ, 
as well as the Catholic sense of the indwelling of Christ in the reception 
of the bread and wine, ranging over the experience of the Holy Spirit work
ing through one in glossalalia and other "gifts of the spirit," as well as 
the sense of trust and confidence in God with which a more sober main
liner will begin his or her day. 

Third, some stretches of Christian belief are more directly and more 
obviously open to support by Christian experience than others. If we were 
to concentrate on the belief that God made all things visible and invisible, 
that Christ was begotten by His Father before all worlds and is of one 
substance with the Father, was incarnated by the Holy Ghost of the Virgin 
Mary, and will come again in glory to judge both the quick and the dead, 
I might have some considerable difficulty in showing that I can, even par
tially, confirm any of those items, individually, by what happens when 
I am on my knees in my study. I will start with items of Christian belief 
that have more obvious connections with our experience as Christians. 

1. God will provide for His people. 
2. God will forgive the sins of the t~uly repentant. 
3. We have received the Holy Spirit, a source of the New Life. The 
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fruits of the spirit are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, good
ness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. 

4. The church is the body of Christ. 
5. The Spirit is at work in the church. 
6. God speaks to us through the Bible, through the preaching of 

the gospel, through the lives and actions of those who live in the 
spirit. 

7. God will reveal His will to those who truly seek Him. 
8. God will give one the strength to do what He requires of one. 

Thus I will be focusing on beliefs as to how God's nature and activities 
manifest themselves in our lives, rather than bare assertions about the di
vine in itself. Call these M-beliefs ("M" for "manifestation"). Insofar as 
I can learn anything from my experience about the existence and nature 
of God, it is by way of encountering the activity of God in the world. 
God does not passively sit for His portrait; we cannot just stare at Him, 
not in this life at any rate. If we come to know God through experience 
at all, it is through His works, including, pre-eminently, His works in hu
man lives. 

So the idea is that beliefs like this tell us what God will do to or 
for us, how His activity can be expected to impinge on our individual 
or corporate experience, where His messages for us are to be located, and 
so on. If we find things turning out in our experience as these principles 
would lead us to expect, this will lend some confirmation to those prin
ciples and hence, indirectly, to the total system in which they are imbed
ded. Thus the conviction with which we began can be more explicitly spelled 
out as follows. The Christian beliefs under consideration say that God 
will manifest Himself in certain ways in our individual or corporate ex
perience. From time to time we find such manifestations in our experience. 
This provides empirical confirmation for the beliefs in question. 

II 

This claim can be attacked, and has been attacked, in a number of 
ways. I am first going to mention, and reply to, one of the more easily 
handled objections. Then the rest of the paper will be devoted to a con
sideration of what I take to be the most serious challenge, the discussion 
of which will lead us into fundamental epistemological issues. 

First, then, it is often contended that one is making a genuine fac
tual claim, one :s m::;king a genuine as3ertion abou~ h0w things objectively 
are, only if it is in principle possible to disconfirm what one is saying. 
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Unless one is sticking one's neck out in such a way that the course of 
experience could decisively show that what one is saying is mistaken, then 
one is not really claiming that things are one way rather than another 
objectively.' Now it is clear that our examples are not decisively discon
firmable by experience. They are markedly unspecific. They do not say 
how God will provide for His people, when or under what conditions one 
can expect a particular fruit of the spirit, just what Christ is going to 
do through His church, and what the timetable is. These "somehow-some
where-somewhen" statements are so formulated that whereas any positive 
instance will be confirming (since it will be somewhere and so on), there 
can be no negative instances: whatever happens, you cannot take it as evi
dence that a fruit of the Spirit will not be received in some other context. 

But this is a difficulty forM-beliefs only if the possibility of decisive 
empirical disconfirmation really is necessary for genuine assertive force. 
And there are good reasons for denying this. In particular, there seem 
to be assertions with unimpeachable qualifications that do not pass this 
test. Consider unrestricted existential generalizations like "There are uni
corns (somewhere, at some time)." These too are not susceptible of deci
sive empirical disconfirmation. No matter how long and how hard we look, 
without finding any traces of past, present, or future unicorns, it is always 
possible that there are, have been, or will be some unicorns that have es
caped our notice. We may become tired of looking and conclude that the 
possibility can be safely neglected, as far as our corner of the universe 
is concerned, but that does not amount to decisive disconfirmation. And 
despite this, we would all surely agree that if a real honest-to-God unicorn 
hove into sight, the existential generalization would have been confirmed. 
Unrestricted existential generalizations like this may have only a limited 
place in science, but they beautifully illustrate how a statement can be 
decisively confirmable without being decisively disconfirmable, and how 
decisive disconfirmability is not necessary for assertive force. 

Now for the really serious challenge. "In order that what happens 
to me be confirmatory of 'God will reveal His will to those who truly 
seek Him' or 'The Holy Spirit will give me the gift of love if I give it 
a chance', then I have to be able to recognize (correctly recognize) what 
happens to me as a case of God revealing His will for me or of the Holy 
Spirit enabling me to love someone I have difficulty in loving. But whether 
that is the right way to describe what is going on in the individual case 
is (almost) as problematic as the existential generalization itself. The tough 
problem is not the inference from the singular statement to the existential 
generalization; that is just elementary logic. The tough problem is to deter
mine whether we are justified in conceptualizing our experience in these 
terms. Does the Christian God really exist, and does He do such things 
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as reveal His will to people, whether to me or to someone else? The only 
thing I know empirically is that after asking God to reveal His will for 
me in a certain situation, I had a strong sense that what He wanted me 
to do was to give priority to work on philosophical theology. All I know 
by experience is that after responding to the gospel and committing myself 
to Christ, I became able to feel concern for others in a way I had not 
done before. Our supposed theological datum has crumbled, under exami
nation, into a purely psychological datum on the one hand and a theologi
cal explanation on the other. The theological content comes in only as 
one possible explanation of these psychological and behavioral phenom
ena. So before we can use the details of Christian experience to support 
Christian doctrine we will have to justify explaining such happenings in 
the Christian way rather than in some other- for example, in the Freudian 
way- or in terms of some other purely natural psychological mechanisms." 

In thinking about how to respond to this challenge we encounter 
a crucial fork in the road. On the one hand, we could play the game on 
the terms laid down by the challenger. We could admit that the only thing 
one knows directly from experience in these cases is that one is having 
certain experiences: the only real data are subjective. We could then pick 
up the gauntlet thrown down by our adversary and seek to show that the 
explanation of these experiences in terms of Christian theology is more 
adequate than any of its rivals. If we proceeded in this way, we would 
be admitting that we do not directly experience God in our lives, but we 
would seek to show that we do have experiences that are best accounted 
for by supposing that God is "behind" them or "responsible" for them 
in certain ways. 

Instead of embarking on all that I shall explore another tack. I shall 
resist the bifurcation of Christian experience into psychological datum 
and theological explanation and defend the original claim that it is God 
Himself, or, if you like, some activity or aspect of God, that is directly 
presented or given to our experience in these transactions. That is what 
I will be doing in the rest of this paper. 

But first let us note that in taking this second path we are narrow
ing our sights even more. We are restricting ourselves to experiences in 
which the subject takes himself to be directly aware of God, rather than 
simply being disposed to believe, however firmly, that what is happen
ing in his experience is to be explained by God's activity. Thus if after 
responding to the Gospel message, I find myself reacting to people in a 
different kind of way, I may firmly believe that this is due to the action 
of the Holy Spirit on my soul; but if I do not seem to myself to be directly 
experiencing the presence of tht Hoiy Spirit, if I am not disposed to an
swer the question "Just what did you experience?" or "Just what were 
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you aware of?" with something that begins "The Holy Spirit ... ," then 
this experience does not fall within our purview; which is not to say that 
it is Jacking in interest or importance. No doubt, this is often a difficult 
distinction to make, but where it can be made, it will be used in the way 
indicated. 

However I will not be restricting myself to what we might call "focal" 
experiences of God, those in which the awareness of God is in the fore
front of consciousness. I suspect that for many people their assurance 
of God's existence is at least partly due to a sort of background awareness 
of the constant presence and creative activity of God, something like our 
normal background awareness of our own bodies. 

III 

How can we defend the claim, in the face of the impressive challenge 
cited above, that people are sometimes directly aware of God and his work
ings? Since misery loves company, let us tour some other historically fa
mous difficulties of this sort. First let us visit/'impasse Phenomene. Around 
about the seventeenth century someone had the bright idea of remarking 
that whereas we had all along been supposing that any normal adult hu
man being could get plenty of empirical data of the form "This log is 
burning" or "I am seated before the fire in a dressing gown" just by open
ing her eyes, these supposed data are really hybrids. There is indeed a real 
datum of the form "I seem to see a log burning" or "A burning-logish 
sense datum is in my visual field" or "I am being appeared to log-burningly." 
This datum gets conjoined with an explanation, namely, that it is gener
ated, by a psychophysical process we will pass over in discreet silence, by 
an actual physical log that is actually burning, to produce the hybrid we 
uncritically take as a datum. Hence, before we can use our experience 
as a ground for supposing that there are such things as burning logs, or 
that a particular log is burning at a particular time, we must find some 
way of justifying this particular way of explaining the occurrence of sense
data. 

It is obvious that this familiar move in the epistemology of sense 
perception is exactly parallel to the challenge we are considering to the 
claims of religious experience. If we can figure out what to do in this case, 
it may help us with our original problem. Perhaps company can do more 
for misery than just provide more. 

First note that the explanation route has not proved fruitful in the 
sense-perception case. Many thinkers have accepted the Cartesian chat-
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lenge in the terms just specified and have sought to show that our com
mon assumption of an independently existing physical world constitutes 
the best explanation of the course of our sensory experience. But such 
attempts have not fared well under criticism. It is dubious that we can 
specify the purely subjective experiential data to be explained without rely
ing on the "independent physical world" scheme in doing so. And waiving 
that problem, the arguments for the superiority of the familiar scheme 
have not been particularly impressive. To go into all this would take a 
long time, and so I must just register these judgments and pass on. 

Of course there is also the phenomenalist gambit of taking beliefs 
that we get from sense perception to be beliefs about actual and possible 
sense experience, thus relieving us of any gap to be bridged. Again without 
argument, I shall just take it that this position has been sufficiently dis
credited, and that we cannot avoid recognizing that the beliefs we form 
on the basis of sense perception cannot be understood as beliefs about 
what sensory experiences people would have under certain conditions. I 
might add that the parallel tack in the religious case- taking beliefs about 
God to be beliefs about what religious experiences people would have un
der certain conditions- is equally implausible. 

If the epistemic pretensions of sense perception cannot be justified 
by either of the moves just mentioned, then it seems that here, as in the 
religious case, our only hope is to reject the bifurcation alleged in the 
challenge and seek to justify the claim that we do encounter independent
ly existing physical objects in our experience. Put the matter in a somewhat 
different way. The question concerns the justifiability of a certain practice 
-the practice of forming physical-object beliefs directly on the basis of 
perception rather than as an explanation of what is perceived or experi
enced. Another way of characterizing the practice in question is to say 
that it is a practice of using a certain conceptual scheme (the "indepen
dently existing physical object" conceptual scheme) to specify what it is 
we are experiencing in sense perception. If I may use the term "objectifica
tion" for "taking an experience to be an experience of something of a 
certain sort," then we may say that the practice in question is a certain 
kind of objectification of sense experience, an objectification in terms 
of independently existing physical objects. Let us use the term "perceptual 
practice" (PP) for our familiar way of objectifying sense experience. In 
parallel fashion I will, for purposes of this paper, use the term "Christian 
practice" (CP) for the practice of objectifying certain ranges of experience 
in terms of Christian theology. 

We want to consider, with respect to each of these practices, whether 
we are, or can be, justified in engaging in it. If we a..-e to tackle this ques-
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tion effectively, we must be explicit about the concept of justification in
volved. So let us say something about that. 

IV 

First let us align the concept of the justification of a practice, about 
which we are asking, with the more familiar notion of the justification 
of a belief. The relationship is very simple. Remember that the practices 
we are considering are practices of belief formation. Let us call. them "epis
temic practices." 2 An epistemic practice is a more-or-less regular and fixed 
procedure of forming beliefs under certain conditions, where the content 
of the belief is some more-or-less determinate function of the conditions. 
The practices we are considering belong to a subtype that we might term 
"experiential epistemic practices," practices in which the conditions are, 
or include, modes of experience. "Inferential epistemic practices," where 
the conditions include a certain kind of derivation from other beliefs of 
the subject, constitute another subtype. 

Let us say that whenever a belief is justified, it is so because it is 
formed in certain circumstances, whether this is a certain kind of experi
ence, the possession of certain reasons, or whatever. Thus a belief is justi
fied because the circumstances of its formation are of a certain kind and 
are related in a certain way to the content of that belief. But then a par
ticular belief is justified if and only if we are justified in engaging in a 
certain epistemic practice, the practice of forming beliefs with a certain 
kind of content in circumstances of that kind. The question of the justi
fication of an epistemic practice is, we might say, just a generalization 
over the question of the justification of particular beliefs. 3 In making a 
claim as to what justifies a particular belief, we are presupposing that 
a general epistemic practice is justified. It would seem, therefore, that the 
concept of the justification of epistemic practices is the more basic one. 
If we know what practices are justified, we will thereby know what it takes 
for any belief to be justified, but the converse does not hold. If we could 
know which beliefs are justified without knowing, in at least some of the 
cases, what it is that justifies them, we would not have the information 
we need to determine what practices are justified. Because of the close 
connection between the justification of beliefs and the justification of 
practices, I shall in the following discussion freely oscillate between speak
ing of the justification of beliefs and the justification of practices, though 
the focus will be on the latter. 

The first point about the concept of justification is that it is an eval
uative concept, in a broad sense in which this is comrasted with "faclual" 
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and includes "normative" (of behavior), as well as "evaluative" in a nar
rower sense in which it contrasts with "normative." To say that Sis justi
fied in believing that pis to imply that there is something all right, satisfac
tory, in accord with the way things should be, about the fact that S believes 
that p. It is to accord S's believing a positive evaluative status. 

Second, there is the point that epistemic justification is a matter 
of degree. One can be more or less justified in holding a certain belief. 
This is obvious for justification by evidence, where the degree of justifica
tion will be some function of the amount and quality of the evidence; 
but it holds for experiential justification as well. If I seem to see a car 
at a distance looming up through the fog, I am less justified in supposing 
that I see a car than I am if I seem to see a car directly in front of me 
in broad daylight. Thus we must decide what degree of justification we 
are asking about. Are we simply asking whether religious experience can 
justify M-beliefs to some degree or other (to at least a minimal degree)? 
Or are we asking whether religious experience can justify M-beliefs up 
to a certain higher level, for example, to a degree sufficient for rational 
acceptance or to a degree sufficient for knowledge (assuming that other 
requirements for knowledge have been met)? I take it to be obvious that 
the first version of the question is to be answered in the affirmative. That 
question can best be considered by taking a situation in which I have no 
other basis for either accepting or rejecting the belief, and then by asking 
whether, in that situation, its seeming to me that God is present to me 
contributes something toward my being justified in believing that God 
is present to me. In other words, if we contrast one who has that experi
ence and one who does not, stipulating that neither person has any other 
basis for believing that God is or is not present to him, is it not obvious 
that the first is, at least, less irrational in holding that belief? If anyone 
is inclined to resist this judgment, I suspect that it is because he is sur
reptitiously crediting the person with overriding reasons for supposing the 
belief to be false. 

But I am aiming my sights higher than this. I wish to consider the 
possibility that one's experience can provide justification sufficient for 
rational acceptance. From now on I shall use the term "justified" for an 
epistemic status that is that strong. But in thinking about this question 
we are forced to introduce a hitherto suppressed complication in the con
cept of direct experiential justification. Let us think again about the ap
plication of this notion to sense experience. A direct realist, in one sense 
of that term, will hold that I may be justified in believing that there is 
a tree in front of me just by virtue of the fact that I am currently having 
a sense experience of a certain sort. But even a direct realist will h<:·:e to 
recognize that this will happen only in "favorable circumstances." If I am 
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confronted with a complicated arrangement of mirrors, I may not be justi
fied in believing that there is an oak tree in front of me, even though it 
looks for all the world as if there is. Again, it may look for all the world 
as if water is running uphill, but the general improbability of this reduces 
the justification the corresponding belief receives from that experience, 
to a magnitude below that required for rational acceptance. 

What cases like these show is that even where the justification pro
vided by one's experience is of a magnitude sufficient for rational accep
tance, this is only defeasibly so. The justification provided is inherently 
liable to be overridden, cancelled, or defeated by stronger considerations 
to the contrary. As the examples indicate, such considerations have to do 
with circumstances in which that perceptual experience was acquired (and/ 
or what the subject knows about those circumstances) and with the likeli
hood of what is believed in the light of our general knowledge of the world. 
Thus the justification of beliefs about the physical environment that is 
provided by sense experience is a defeasible or, as we might say, prima 
facie justification. By virtue of having the experience the subject is in a 
position such that she will be adequately justified in the belief unless there 
are strong enough reasons to the contrary, unless there are defeaters of 
sufficient strength. 

The epistemology of religious experience is even more controversial, 
but it would seem that where religious experience is taken to provide direct 
experiential justification for M-beliefs, that justification is taken to be 
defeasible. The mode of production of the experience is not taken into 
account here to the extent that it is in sense perception, partly because 
we do not know as much about how such experiences are produced, and 
partly because we know even less about which modes of production are 
most likely to yield veridical experiences. But beliefs about the nature and 
ways of God are often used to override M-beliefs, particularly beliefs as 
to what God has spoken to one. If I report that God told me to kill all 
Wittgensteinians, fellow Christians will, no doubt, dismiss the report on 
the grounds that God would not give me any such injunction as that. I 
shall take it that religious experience will, at most, provide prima facie 
justification for M-beliefs. 

Getting back to practices, this means that we will have to think of 
both PP and CP as involving not only a regular procedure of forming 
beliefs on the basis of experience (where the content of the belief is some 
function of the character of the experience) but also a procedure of in
hibiting, abandoning, or modifying those beliefs in the presence of ap
propriate defeaters. Thus the practice \Viii involve the capacity to identifv 
relevant defeaters and the disposition to modify belief formation accord-
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ingly, as well as a disposition to go from experience to belief in certain 
ways. It would seem that CP displays less uniformity than PP in this re
gard. To be sure, there is more diversity in PP than many of us suppose, 
especially if we look beyond the spatiotemporal boundaries of our culture. 
Without getting into anything very exotic, there is the point that with the 
advance of science we learn more about the conditions of accurate obser
vation and hence enrich our stock of possible defeaters. We, but not our 
distant forebears, override the perceptual inclination to believe that the 
moon is larger near the horizon than near the zenith or that the moon 
changes radically in shape and size over the course of the month. But, 
still, it must be admitted that in our culture there is more diversity in what 
is taken as a defeater in CP. In some cases but not in others what is taken 
to be revealed by God in the Bible is given a controlling voice; and among 
those who proceed in this way there are considerable differences in how 
this revelation is interpreted. In some cases, but not in others, church tra
dition can provide defeating considerations. To fix our thoughts, let us 
think of a form of CP that takes its defeaters from the Bible, the classic 
creeds, and certain elements of tradition. There will still be differences 
among subsegments of the community of practitioners so defined, but 
there will be enough commonality to make it a useful construct. 

Next let us make it explicit that the justification about which we 
are asking is an "epistemic" rather than a "moral" or "prudential" justifica
tion. Suppose one should hold that we are justified in engaging in PP 
or in CP because it makes us feel good. Even if this is so, it would not 
show that we are epistemica!ly justified. But why not? What constitutes 
epistemic justification? How does it differ from other sorts? We can begin 
to answer these questions by noting that epistemic justification, as the 
name implies, has something to do with knowledge, or, more broadly, 
something to do with the aim at attaining truth and avoiding falsity. At 
a first approximation I am justified in believing that p when, from the 
point of view of that aim, there is something all right, to be approved, 
about the fact that I believe that p. But when we come to spell this out 
further, we find that a fundamental distinction must be drawn between 
two different ways of being in an epistemically commendable position. 

On the one hand there is what we may call a "normative" concept 
of epistemic justification (10 ), "normative" because it has to do with how 
we stand vis-a-vis norms that specify our intellectual duties or obligations, 
obligations that attach to one qua cognitive subject, qua truth-seeker. Stated 
most generally, this is the notion of not having violated one's intellectual 
obligations. We have to say "not having violated" rather than "having ful
filled" because in all normative spheres, not just the epistemic, being jus-
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tified is a negative status; it consists in one's behavior not being in viola
tion of the norms; otherwise put, it consists in what one has done being 
permitted by the relevant norms, rules, or regulations. It does not mean 
that what one did was required by those norms, that it was one's duty. 
If my expenses on the trip, for taxis, for example, were justified, that means 
that they were allowed by the regulations; it does not mean that I was 
obliged to take a taxi. If I am justified, as department chairman, in decid
ing this matter on my own without consulting the executive committee, 
that implies that I did not violate any regulations in doing so; it does not 
imply that I was required to decide it on my own. The regulations may 
have left me a choice in the matter. 

If belief and, more generally, epistemic practices are under direct 
voluntary control, we may think of intellectual obligations as attaching 
directly to believing. In that case to say that one is normatively justified 
in believing that p would be to say that one's believing that p did not 
constitute a violation of an intellectual obligation. We might think, for 
example, that one is obliged to refrain from believing p where one does 
not have adequate evidence for p. Then if one believes that p where one 
does have adequate evidence, one has not violated that obligation in doing 
so; and so, to that extent, one is in the clear: one is justified in so believing. 
And to say that one is normatively justified in an epistemic practice would 
be to say, more generally, that the adoption of a belief like that in those 
sorts of circumstances does not constitute a violation of any intellectual 
obligation. But if, as it seems to me, belief formation is not, in general, 
under voluntary control, obligations cannot attach directly to believing. 
Even so, I do have voluntary control over moves that can influence a par
ticular belief formation- for example, looking for more evidence or selec
tively exposing myself to evidence- and moves that can affect my general 
belief-forming habits or tendencies-for example, training myself to be 
more critical of testimony. If we think of intellectual obligations as attach
ing directly to these activities that are designed to influence belief forma
tion, we may then think of S's belief that pas normatively justified when 
the fact that S believes that p is not due to any violation of intellectual 
obligations (to engage in or refrain from belief-influencing activities). Thus 
if my belief that Jim has resigned is one that I would not have if I had 
been doing what could be reasonably expected of me to train myself to 
be more critical of gossip, then I am not normatively justified in holding 
that belief. Again we can generalize this to practices. I am normatively 
justified in engaging in a certain epistemic practice provided that it is not 
the case that J would not be engaging in it if I had been conducting myself 
as 1 should in my activities that are designed to influence my habits of 
belief formation. 
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Now for the second sense of epistemic justification. To say that a 
person is epistemically justified in this second sense is not to assess her 
position vis-a-vis obligations or duties to do anything: it is not to approve 
of her behavior. It is rather to assess her condition as a desirable or a 
favorable one from an epistemic point of view, vis-a-vis the aim at the 
attainment of truth and the avoidance of falsity. It is to say that she is 
in what we may call an "epistemically strong position." Call this an "eval
uative" concept (J .). as contrasted with a "normative" concept of justi
fication. S is justified in the evaluative sense in holding a certain belief 
provided that the relevant circumstances in which that belief is held are 
such that the belief is at least likely to be true. In other terms, being Je 
requires that in the class of actual and possible cases in which beliefs like 
that are or would be held in circumstances like that, the belief is usually 
true. Much needs to be done to work out what kinds of circumstances 
are relevant, how to generalize over beliefs, and so on. Pretending that 
all that has been done, I would like to suggest that what this boils down 
to is that the way the belief was formed and/or is sustained is a generally 
reliable one, one that can generally be relied on to produce true rather 
than false beliefs. 4 Similarly, if an epistemic practice of belief formation 
(of forming beliefs of certain types under certain sorts of conditions) is 
1., then it is a generally reliable practice, one that will in general produce 
true rather than false beliefs. 

To underline the difference between Jn and J., let us consider some 
cases in which a practice is justified in the one sense but not in the other. 
Consider a naive member of an isolated primitive tribe who, along with 
his fellows, unhesitatingly accepts the traditions of the tribe. That is, he 
believes that p wherever the traditions of the tribe, as recited by the eld
ers, include the assertion that p. He is Jn in doing so, for he has no rea
son whatsoever to doubt these traditions. Everyone he knows accepts them 
without question, and they do not conflict with anything else he be
lieves. And yet, let us suppose, this is not a reliable procedure of belief 
formation; and so he is not J. in engaging in it. Conversely, a proce
dure may be in fact reliable, though I have strong reasons for regarding 
it as unreliable and so would not be J n in engaging in it; to do so would 
be to ignore those reasons and so would be a violation of an intellec
tual obligation. Suppose that I have been presented with overwhelming, 
though spurious, evidence that for about half the time over the last ten 
years I have, without realizing it, been in a physiological laboratory where 
my sensory experience was artifica!ly produced. In this case I have strong 
reasons for supposing that I cannot tell at a given moment whether or 
not my perceptual experience is being produced in a normal manner; 
hence I have strong reasons for regarding my perceptual belief-forming 
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processes as unreliable. Nevertheless they are as reliable as any normal 
person's. 

v 

With·this background let us tackle the question of whether one can 
be justified in PP and in CP, and let us begin with J0 . In order to get 
a handle on this question, we will have to determine what intellectual obli
gations we have vis-a-vis epistemic practices. Since our basic cognitive aims 
are to come into possession of as much truth as possible and to avoid 
false beliefs, it would seem that one's basic intellectual obligation vis-a-vis 
practices of belief formation would be to do what one can (or at least 
as much as could reasonably be expected of one) to see to it that these 
practices are as reliable as possible. 5 But this still leaves us with an option 
between a stronger and a weaker view of this obligation, corresponding 
to the famous Clifford-James confrontation over the ethics of belief. To 
oversimplify, Clifford held that we are obligated to refrain from believing 
that p unless we have adequate reasons for that belief, whereas James 
held that we are permitted to believe that p unless we have adequate rea
sons for supposing it false. Transposing this to the epistemology of prac
tices, the harsher Cliffordian view is that one is obliged to refrain from 
engaging in a practice unless one has adequate reasons for supposing it 
to be reliable. Hence one is justified in engaging in a practice if and only 
if one has such reasons. In the absence of sufficient reasons for consider
ing the practice reliable, one is not justified in it. Practices are guilty until 
proved innocent. While on the more latitudinarian Jamesian view one is 
justified in engaging in a practice provided one does not have sufficient 
reasons for regarding it as unreliable. Practices are innocent until proved 
guilty. 6 Let us take Jns as an abbreviation for 'justified in the normative 
sense on the stronger (Ciiffordian) requirement', and }0 ..., as an abbrevia
tion for 'justified in the normative sense on the weaker (Jamesian) re
quirement'. 

Now let us consider whether we are justified, in one or another sense, 
in engaging in PP. And let us begin with Jnw· Except for those who, like 
Parmenides and Bradley, have argued that there are ineradicable incon
sistencies in the conceptual scheme involved in PP, philosophers have not 
supposed that we can show that sense perception is an unreliable guide 
to our immediate surroundings. Sceptics about sense perception have gen
erally confined themselves to arguing that we cannot show that sense per
ception is reliable: that is, they have argued that PP is not Jns· I shall 
assume without further argument that our perceptual practice is Jnw· 
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The question of lns can profitably be combined with the question 
of Je. Not that they are the same. As pointed out earlier, a practice may 
be le even though I lack adequate reasons for supposing it to be, in which 
case I will not be J ns in engaging in it. And the converse is possible as 
well. Nevertheless, if I set out to discover whether a practice is 1e. that 
is, whether it is reliable, then I will also be investigating the question of 
whether one could be Jns in engaging in that practice. For the first thing 
I will look into is whether I, or other people, already have adequate rea
sons for supposing it to be reliable. And if I discover reasons not hereto
fore possessed by any, or some, people, this will at least show that it is 
possible for those people to become lns· Finally, if I show that the prac
tice is unreliable, this will at least provide a strong presumption against 
a claim to have adequate reasons for supposing it reliable. For these rea
sons, and since it is doubtful that the mass of perceptual practitioners 
have had adequate reasons for the reliability of the practice, I shall con
centrate on considering whether PP is Je. 

It would seem that PP is what we might call a "basic practice," one 
that constitutes our basic access to its subject matter. We can learn about 
our physical environment only by perceiving it, by receiving reports of 
the perceptions of others, and by carrying out inferences from what we 
learn in these first two ways. We cannot know anything a priori about 
these matters, nor do we have any other sort of experiential access to the 
physical world. If this is correct, then the attempt to determine the reliabil
ity of perceptual practice faces problems very different from those faced 
by an attempt to determine the reliability of some restricted method or 
procedure that is imbedded in some wider practice, the rest of which is 
taken for granted. Suppose I ask whether the process that led up to my 
present visual perception of a typewriter is of a sort that is generally reli
able. Here I am only putting this particular process in question; I am tak
ing for granted the reliability of PP generally, and I am assuming what 
we suppose ourselves to have learned about the physical world from that 
practice and from reasoning based on its products. In this case it is cer
tainly possible to obtain evidence to settle the question. Again, if I ask, 
in the same spirit, about the reliability of the practice of using mercury 
thermometers for certain kinds of temperature readings, there would again 
be a very favorable prospect of settling the matter. In all such cases the 
rest of the total practice in which these procedures are imbedded (or enough 
of the rest) is assumed to be reliable; hence we can use those other sub
practices, and what has been learned from them, to investigate the point 
in question. But where a total basic practice is under investigation, we 
have no such resources. Since this practice, and what is based on it, con
stitutes our sole access to the subject matter, we cannot carry out a direct 
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investigation of its reliability by comparing its deliverances with how the 
subject matter is, since we have no other way of determining the latter. 
How, then, can we proceed? 

Since this issue has been in the forefront of the European philo
sophical consciousness for several hundred years, a number of ideas have 
been broached that could be construed as attempts to provide such a justi
fication, though the question has rarely been put in just these terms. In 
the interests of getting to my own positive suggestions I shall just issue 
a few obiter dicta concerning a few samples. 

I. There are straightforward attempts at justification, typified by 
Descartes' appeal to the goodness of God, that make use of premises that 
have not been obtained from PP itself and hence do not suffer from cir
cularity. However, they are all dubitable, at best, either with respect to the 
premises or with respect to the support those premises give the conclusion. 

2. A recent survey of my colleagues revealed a considerable degree 
of support for "transcendental" arguments of the Kantian or the Straw
sonian type, in which it is claimed that the objectification of sense expe
rience by use of the physical-object scheme is necessary for us to have 
any experience of anything, or for us to have any conception of ourselves, 
or .... I think that all these arguments exhibit various sorts of difficulties 
in detail. But even if one of them should succeed, it would still, at best, 
have shown that our customary perceptual practice is even more deeply 
imbedded in other aspects of our cognitive practices than we had sup
posed. Or, alternatively, it would show that we are unable to envisage, 
in any thoroughgoing way, any alternative to this familiar practice. But 
both of these results would fall short of showing that this practice is a 
reliable way of finding out how something actually is. 

3. Finally, there are various more popular "pragmatic" arguments. 
"This practice 'works'; it serves as a basis for accurate prediction; it per
mits general agreement;" and so on. The basic trouble with all this is that 
it is blatantly circular. We have to use PP to determine that the predictions 
we make on the basis of perceptual beliefs often turn out to be correct, 
and to determine that there is a large measure of agreement in perceptual 
beliefs. We do not discover this by using a crystal ball or being told by 
an angel. 

This survey would indicate that prospects are not good for providing 
adequate noncircular reasons for regarding PP as reliable. If no such rea
sons can be provided, we cannot be Jns in that practice. It does not fol
low, of course, that the practice is not reliable, and hence it does not follow 
that the practice is not Je; but it does follow that we cannot have ade
quate reasons for ::;upposing it to he Je. Tltis leaves us with Jnw· Since, 
so far as I know, no one has unearthed any sufficient reason for regarding 
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pp as unreliable, I shall take it that we do lack such reasons, and hence 
that the practice is lnw· 

If we take it that being lnw in engaging in PP is enough to make 
it reasonable for us to do so, and if we generalize this to all epistemic 
practices, we will arrive at a general perspective on epistemology that has 
been enunciated by various thinkers in the last two hundred years but, 
to my mind, never more persuasively than by the eighteenth-century Scot
tish philosopher Thomas Reid. According to Reid we have several ultimate 
sources of belief. These include at least "self-consciousness" (in the sense 
of awareness of one's own current conscious states), sense perception, mem
ory, rational intuition (that is, "seeing" with the mind's eye that certain 
things are self-evidently so, for example, two quantities equal to the same 
quantity are equal to each other), and reasoning, which itself is of various 
sorts. All normal human beings are endowed by God or nature, or both, 
with a strong tendency to trust these sources, that is, to form firm beliefs 
on their basis. Moreover, we do this, for the most part, unhesitatingly 
and uncritically, though we may question one of these sources on a par
ticular occasion if there is special reason to do so. But are we rationally 
justified in according such trust? What reason do we have for regarding 
these sources as reliable? When we consider this question generally, as 
we did above for sense perception, we see that we are unable to give an 
adequate noncircular justification for any of the sources. Our only reason 
for supposing that memory is generally reliable is that its past track record 
is a good one, and we have no way of ascertaining that without relying 
on our memory. Again, it is obviously impossible to argue for the reliabil
ity of reasoning without relying on reasoning to do so. And so on. 

Thus, if we are to have any chance of acquiring knowledge, we must 
simply go along with our natural reactions of trust with respect to at least 
some basic sources of belief, provided we lack sufficient reason for regard
ing them as unreliable. In the above terms we must be content with being 
1nw· And if some, why not all? Of course we could, if we chose, accept 
some sources without any positive basis, such as intuition and reasoning, 
and then require that other candidates be certified by the former, that 
is, require J ns for these latter. This is, in effect, what Descartes and many 
other philosophers have done, when, for example, they held sense percep
tion suspect until its reliability could be shown to follow from self-evident 
premises. But, as Reid points out, this is to be guilty of arbitrary partiality. 
Why accept intuition and reasoning without any basis, while refusing to 
do the same for sense perception? Moreover, these attempts have never 
met with success. In any event nature has not left us any real choice with 
respect to the sources listed auove. in the absence of ~pe.:iai 1easons for 
doubt, we do accept the deliverances of sense and memory willy-nilly, what-
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ever our reflective philosophical views. These matters are too important 
to be left to the vagaries of philosophical reasoning. 

vr 

Now back to our initial question about the justifiability of CP. We 
have seen that Jnw is the most we can have for PP and for our other com
monly accepted, basic epistemic practices. How does CP stand in this re
gard? As for Jns• I shall just assume without argument that we no more 
have an adequate noncircular reason for supposing CP to be reliable than 
we have in the case of PP. Here, too, although the practice may well be 
reliable, and so be Je, we have no sufficient reason for judging this to 
be the case. And so CP is not Jns• and we lack sufficient basis for sup
posing it to be Je. If, then, CP is Jnw• it will be in just the same epistemic 
position as PP and other commonly accepted, basic epistcmic practices; 
and it will be just as rational to take Christian experience to provide prima 
facie justification forM-beliefs as it is to take sense experience to provide 
prima facie justification for perceptual beliefs. To be sure, we cannot say 
of CP, as I said of the other practices just mentioned, that it is unhesitat
ingly engaged in by all normal human beings or that religious experience 
forces theistic belief on all of us willy-nilly. But this is just a matter of 
counting noses. If one is put off by that difference, one is succumbing 
to the "big is good" mentality we are supposed to have outgrown, or per
haps to an egalitarian prejudice in epistemology that would have it that 
what is not shared by all sorts and conditions of men cannot be the real 
thing. But why suppose that every valid source of knowledge is equally 
open to all? Think of the considerable number who do engage in CP. 
And suppose that they, and we, have no adequate reason for supposing 
this practice to be unreliable. How, then, could it be denied that they are 
as epistemically justified in this practice as all of us are in the more widely 
dispersed practices we have been considering? 

But we get this conclusion only if CP really is Jnw· Let us consider 
more carefully whether this is the case. What reasons could we have for 
regarding CP as unreliable? 

First, we can have the most direct and unquestionably relevant rea
son for regarding an epistemic practice as unreliable if we have ascertained 
that its outputs are generally incorrect, or even if we have ascertained that 
they are not generally correct. We have this kind of reason for regarding 
many "unscientific" methods of weath-~r prediction to be unreliab~·::. Bllt 
we can have this kind of reason only where we have some other access 
to the domain about which the practice in question yields beliefs. In the 
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case of predicting weather by examining entrails, we can simply wait and 
see what the weather is, thereby using a more deeply entrenched practice 
as a check on the one in question. Now to the extent that CP yields beliefs 
about matters that we also have some other, perhaps more favored, way 
of discovering, its unreliability could be shown in the same way. Perhaps 
something like this is involved when fundamentalist Christians take it on 
the "inward testimony of the Holy Spirit" that the Bible is the word of 
God and then suppose that in the Bible God is telling us about the physical 
history and constitution of the universe. However, one who engages in 
CP need not get involved in anything like that. I shall restrict this discus
sion to a kind of CP that only yields beliefs about God, His nature, and 
His doings, the truth or falsity of which are not assessable on empirical 
or scientific grounds. 

That still leaves the possibility that we might establish conclusions 
by philosophical reasoning that contradicts all or many of the products 
of CP. For example, we might demonstrate the nonexistence of God. Or, 
contrariwise, we might be able to show that God's nature is such that He 
could not be doing what He is frequently represented in CP as doing. 
Finally we might be able to show that CP yields a system of belief that 
is ineradicably internally inconsistent. (I am not speaking of isolated and 
remediable inconsistencies that continually pop up in every area of thought 
and experience.) I do not believe that we are able to accomplish any of 
this, but I will not hiwe time to argue the point. Instead I will pass on 
to some other putative grounds for unreliability, the relevance of which 
is harder to assess. 

I believe that many people are inclined to take CP to be discredited 
by certain ways in which it differs from PP, by the lack of certain salient 
features of PP. These include the following: 

1. Within PP there are standard ways of checking the accuracy of 
any particular perceptual belief. If, by looking at a cup, I form 
the belief that there is coffee in it, I can check this belief for ac
curacy by smelling or tasting the contents; I can get other observ
ers to look at it, smell it, or taste it; I can run chemical tests on 
it and get other people to do so. 

2. By engaging in PP we can discover regularities in the behavior 
of objects putatively observed, and on this basis we can, to a cer
tain extent, effectively predict the course of events. 

3. Capacity for PP, and practice of it, is found universally among 
normal adult human beings. 

4. All normal adult human beings, whateve~ their culture, use ba
sically the same conceptual scheme in objectifying their sense 
experience. 7 
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It is the first of these features that has been most often invoked in 
this connection by twentieth-century philosophers. C. B. Martin, in a widely 
discussed essay, "A Religious Way of Knowing," reprinted as a chapter 
in his book Religious Be/ie/. 8 argues that since there is no such "society 
of checks and tests" involved in religious ex(lerience, we are thereby pre
vented from taking religious experience to be cognition of anything be
yond itself. But though l has been focused on more than the others, I 
think we can see that 1 is just a special case of 2. For our standard check
ing procedures in perceptual practice presuppose that we know a good 
deal about the ways in which things can be expected to behave in the physi
cal world. Consider the appeal to other observers. Suppose I think I see 
a fir tree across the street from my house. What would count as intersub
jective corroboration? Surely not any report of seeing a fir tree. If some
one reports seeing a fir tree in Nepal, that will not tend to show that there 
is a fir tree across from my house. Nor will the failure of someone in 
Nepal, or across town, to see a fir tree have any tendency to disconfirm 
my report. Nor would it disconfirm my report if a blind man or one whol
ly preoccupied with other matters stands just where I was standing and 
fails to see a fir tree. The point is, of course, that only observers that 
satisfy certain conditions as to location, condition, state of the environ
ment (enough light), and so on can qualify as either confirming or discon
firming my report. And how do we know what conditions to specify? We 
do it in the light of presumed regularities in the interaction of physical 
objects and sentient subjects. Persons in certain circumstances, and only 
in those circumstances, will count as possible confirmers or disconfirmers 
of my claim, because, given what we know about the way things go in 
the psychophysical world, it is only persons in such circumstances that 
could be expected to see a fir tree if there is one there. Similar points 
can be made about the other modes of testing. Since I holds of a practice 
only if 2 holds, one can concentrate on the latter. 

It is clear that theistic practice does not exhibit these features. 
I and 2. Religious experience does not put us in a position to make 

predictions about the divine, despite the persistent claims of apocalyptic 
groups. God, so far as we can tell from our experience, does not operate 
in accordance with any regularities discernible by us. We are not able to 
anticipate God's punishment or forgiveness, the granting or withdrawing 
of His grace. No more are we able to anticipate where, when, or under 
what conditions He will enter into a human being's experience. Hence 
we are not in a position to devise checking procedures, to specify what 
experiences some other subject would have under certa~n conditions if 
what the first subject reported of God is correct. 

3. CP is not a common possession of mankind in the way PP is. 
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This divides into two points. (A) Many people do not engage in CP at 
all. This includes both those who do not take themselves to be experienc
ing any divine or transcendent reality at all (some of whom are nominal 
adherents of Christianity and other religions) and those who objectify 
religious experience with schemes quite different from that of Christian 
theology. (B) Most of the practitioners are aware of the presence of God 
only fleetingly and, for the most part, uncertainly. Awareness of God is 
usually a dim, elusive matter, lacking in detail and vividness and emi
nently subject to doubt. It is like seeing something in a dense fog or, in 
a more traditional phrase, through a glass darkly. All this is in sharp con
trast to the clarity, detail, persistence, and irresistible convincingness of 
sense perception. 

4. It hardly requires mention that religious experience gets objecti
fied in terms of radically different conceptual schemes in different reli
gious traditions. The same general sort of experience that a Christian takes 
to be an awareness of the presence of a supreme personal deity might be 
taken in Hindu circles as an experienced identity of the self with a supreme 
undifferentiated unity. Where individuals experience God as communicat
ing something to them, these messages will differ in ways that, generally 
but not invariably, correspond to the locally dominant theology. 

One could quibble over whether the contrast is as sharp as is alleged. 
Questions could be raised about both sides of the putative divide. On the 
PP side is it really true that all cultures have objectified sense experience 
in the same way? Many anthropologists have thought not. And what about 
the idea that all normal adult human beings engage in the same perceptual 
practice? Are we not loading the dice by taking participation in what we 
regard as standard perceptual practice as our basic criterion for normal
ity? On the CP side is it really the case that this practice reveals no regu
larities to us, or only that they are very different from regularities in the 
physical world? What about the point that God is faithful to His prom
ises? Or that the pure in heart will see God? However, I believe that when 
all legitimate quibbles have been duly registered there will still be very 
si,5nificant differences between the two practices in these respects. So rather 
Lhan contest the factual allegations, I will concentrate on the de jure issue 
as to what bearing these differences have on epistemic status. 

If the lack of these features is to prevent CP from being Inw• then 
that lack will have to constitute an adequate reason for regarding CP as 
unreliable. 9 And why should we suppose that'? l am prepared to agree 
that 1-4 are desiderata for an epistemic practice. If we were shaping the 
world to our heart's desire, I dare say that we would arrange for our prac
tices to exhibit these features. 10 Where we have 3, each of us can feei re
assured about the practice by noting that everyone else does it. Where we 
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have 2 and I, we cannot only acquire the handle on prediction and ex
planation that we get from a knowledge of regularities, but we are able 
to distinguish effectively between correct and incorrect reports. Where 4 
is present, we are saved the agonizing necessity of choosing between 
radically divergent conceptual schemes and correspondingly radically dif
ferent beliefs about the subject matter. Things go more smoothly, more 
satisfyingly, from a cognitive point of view where these features are exhib
ited. Since PP possesses these virtues and CP does not, the former is, 
to that extent and in that way, superior from a cognitive point of view. 11 

But granting all this, why should we suppose that the lack of these features 
indicates unreliability? Why suppose that any practice that lacks these 
cognitive virtues will be, or will be likely to be, unreliable, that is, fail 
to yield generally correct truths about its subject matter? Why suppose 
that the lack of those virtues carries with it the lack of this further virtue? 

I suspect that one who supposes this to be the case is at least implic
itly reasoning as follows: "The possession of 1-4 by PP gives us reason 
for regarding it as reliable. Hence the lack of these features of CP tends 
to show it to be unreliable." If this is the way the argument goes, it is 
defective both with respect to its premise and with respect to the relation 
between premise and conclusion. 

First, the fact that PP possesses these features does not give us a 
reason for taking it to be reliable, for a reason already brought out on 
page 118 with respect to feature 2. Our only access to these features is 
through PP itself. How do we know that PP puts us in a position to make 
accurate predictions? More specifically, how do we know that the predic
tions it enables us to make are often correct? Well, if the prediction was 
that it would rain here tomorrow, we wait and see whether it is raining 
here tomorrow. How else would we determine whether the prediction was 
correct? And how do we know that different cultures agree, by and large, 
in the way they objectify sense experience? Again there would seem to 
be no alternative to relying on observations of the speech, behavior, and 
written records of various cultures. And so for the other features. We sim
ply have no way of determining these or any other features that are not 
based on the use of PP, that is, that do not involve relying on PP, taking 
it to be a reliable source of information about the world. Hence if we 
tried to take these features as a reason for judging PP to be reliable, we 
would be involved in a vicious circularity. We would be accepting PP as 
reliable in order to obtain reasons for accepting it .as reliable. 

Still, I do not believe that this is the end of the matter. We are plagued 
with circularity here only because of the contingent fact that we have no 
other access to these facts about PP. Suppose we did; suppose that we 
had some power of intellectual intuition that enabled us to "clearly and 
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distinctly perceive" that various practices, including PP, exhibit various 
essential features, including 1-4. In that case we could use at least some 
of these features as reasons for regarding PP as reliable. I am not sure 
about 3, but it would seem that 2 (and its appendage, 1) and 4 would 
constitute reasons of some significant weight. As for 2, why should it be 
that by reasoning from what we learn about physical objects in PP we 
are enabled to anticipate accurately the behavior of those objects if it were 
not the case that PP yields accurate information as a basis for that reason
ing? There would seem to be a rather strong argument to the best explana
tion here. The most natural and plausible explanation of our success would 
be that we are reasoning from generally accurate information. Again, con
sider 4. Why should it be the case that different cultures objectify sense 
experience in pretty much the same way unless that objectification is in 
all these cases under the effective control of the subject matter itself? Why 
should a lot of independent, subjectively spawned processes of objectifica
tion converge in this way? Again we would seem to have a rather strong 
argument to the best explanation. 

Now in spite of this, since we do not in fact have any alternative 
access to these features, the features do not provide us with adequate rea
sons for judging PP to be reliable. But since, as we have just contended, 
they would provide us with such reasons if it were not for the circularity, 
we must allow that there is some strong connection between these features 
and reliability, such that if we could ascertain the features without reliance 
on PP, they would provide us with adequate reasons for an imputation 
of reliability. We might express that connection by saying that these fea
tures (with the possible exception of 3) manifest or evince reliability. They 
are (reliable) signs of reliability. They betoken its presence. They are ways 
in which the reliability of a practice shows itself; they constitute a payoff 
of the reliability of the practice. 

We can restate the anti-CP argument in these terms. Instead of alleg
ing that 1-4 constitute an adequate reason for taking PP to be reliable, 
we will just say that 1-4 manifest or betoken reliability. Since CP lacks 
these manifestations, it will have to be judged unreliable. The denigrator 
of CP is now no longer in the position of claiming that the possession 
of 1-4 by PP gives us an adequate reason for regarding it as reliable, but 
only that their lack by CP gives us an adequate reason for regarding it 
as unreliable. 

Now that the premise has been cleaned up, we can concentrate on 
the premise-conclusion relationship. Why should we suppose that the lack 
of these manifestations of reliability gives us an adequate reason for a 
judgment of unreliability? We must be careful to distinguish between a 
lack of certain possible reasons for a judgment of reliability and a reason 
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for a judgment of unreliability. The lack of 1-4 means that we lack certain 
reasons for the reliability of CP that we might conceivably have had, rea
sons that we would have for the reliability of PP were it not for limitations 
in the ways we can ascertain the presence of these features. But does it 
follow that this gives us a sufficient reason for judging CP to be unreli
able? Let us approach this question by considering generally the condi
tions under which X's lack of some manifestation, M, of P gives us an 
adequate reason for supposing that X lacks P. 

First, it provides such a reason when M is a necessary condition of 
P. Here the absence of M provides a conclusive reason for a judgment 
of not-P. Thus, since having the sum of the angles equal to 180 degrees 
is a necessary condition of being a Euclidean triangle, the lack of this 
property by a figure constitutes a conclusive reason for denying that the 
figure is a Euclidean triangle. Second, it would still provide an adequate, 
though not an absolutely conclusive, reason provided we had good reason 
to suppose it very unlikely that X could be P without exhibiting M, that 
is, provided that M is to be expected given P. Thus, even if turning blue 
litmus paper red is not, strictly speaking, a necessary condition of being 
an acid, we have very good reason for thinking it very unlikely for some
thing to be an acid without reacting in this way; and so the absence of 
this reaction is an adequate reason for denying that something is an acid. 

Now let us consider a case in which these conditions do not hold, 
and hence where the absence of an M, or a group of Ms, does not con
stitute an adequate reason for denying that X is P. One way in which a 
person shows herself to be a good philosopher is by publishing numerous 
philosophical works that are frequently commented on by other philoso
phers. And where this is the case, we thereby have a good reason to regard 
the person as a good philosopher. But if X has not published numerous 
works, or if she has but they have not frequently been commented on 
by other philosophers, this does not give us a good reason for denying 
that she is a good philosopher. Such publication is obviously not a neces
sary condition of being a good philosopher, nor do we have reason to 
think it very unlikely that one would be a good philosopher without satis
fying those conditions. Many of us are acquainted with a number of good 
philosophers who do not publish frequently. In these cases we lack the 
specified reason for taking the person to be a good philosopher, but that 
does not give us an adequate reason for denying that the person is a good 
philosopher. 

Now how about the case in which X is an epistemic practice, M is 
features 1-4, and Pis reliability? First, it seems clear that the conjunction 
of l-4 does not constitute a strictly necessary condition of reliability. Surely 
it is possible that a practice should consistently yield true beliefs even 
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though it does not give us a basis for prediction, and even though it is 
not shared by all normal human beings. As for the first of these, (2), it 
might give us correct information about the disposition and activity of 
objects of a certain kind at particular moments, even though the behavior 
of those objects is not regular enough to be predictable, or even though 
the patterns exhibited by the behavior of these objects is too complex for 
us to grasp. As for the second, (3), why suppose that reliability is tied 
to universal distribution? This is no more than an egalitarian prejudice 
that is more at home in politics than in epistemology. Surely it is quite 
conceivable that a highly reliable procedure for acquiring information 
should have been acquired only by a small minority of the human race. 
And so for the rest. 

Second, do we have reason to think that it is highly unlikely that 
an epistemic practice should be reliable without exhibiting 1-4? Is this 
a general feature of reliable practices, or is it rather a distinctive mark 
of PP and perhaps a few other practices? Several considerations push us 
in the latter direction. First, what about the practice of pure mathematics? 
Here we have a highly reliable practice that does not put us in a position 
to make predictions. "But that is because it does not deal with entities 
that are in different conditions at different times, and so here the activity 
of prediction has no place." Precisely. And if we generalize that point, 
we can say that whether a practice could be expected to yield prediction, 
if reliable, depends on the kind of subject matter with which it deals. In 
a moment we shall apply this principle to the discussion of CP. Second, 
the epistemic practices involved in the development of mathematics and 
the physical sciences are, as a whole, not engaged in by all normal human 
beings and so lack feature 3, even though they are highly reliable. To this 
it may be replied that this does show that 3 is not to be expected for any 
reliable epistemic practice, but it may still be expectable for an experiential 
epistemic practice, any practice of forming beliefs directly from experience, 
beliefs concerning what the experience is taken to be an experience of. 
For, so the claim will go, scientific practice goes beyond our universally 
shared PP, not on its observational side, but only with respect to its higher
level conceptual scheme and the kinds of reasoning and explanation that 
makes possible. This claim will, of course, be hotly contested by such re
cent philosophers of science as Hanson, Kuhn, and Feyerabend, who ar
gue that a particular scientific practice involves distinctive ways of per
ceiving, distinctive ways of going from experience to belief, as well as 
distinctive modes of explanation and hypothesis formation. But even if 
that is not granted, there are still less controversial cases of reliable experi
erltia! pra(;tices that are not uni-.e:-sally shared. Consider wme tasting or 
the kind of aural discrimination that an orchestral conductor has. The for-
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mer has a reliable way of forming beliefs, directly from experience, about 
the vintages of wines; the latter has a similar capacity for telling which 
instrument is out of tune when a number are playing simultaneously. Are 
we to deny the reliability of these procedures on the ground that they are 
exercised by a tiny minority of the population? Reflection on cases like 
these shows us that we are really picking out a sort of common denomina
tor of PP when we judge it to be universally shared by all normal adult 
human beings. If we were to discriminate perceptual practices more finely, 
we would find many that are reserved for elites. 

Finally consider 4, and let us restrict ourselves to experiential prac
tices. Is it to be expected that any reliable mode of objectification of a 
certain range of experience (involving the use of a certain conceptual 
scheme) be such that anyone, or almost anyone, who objectifies experi
ence from the same range uses the same conceptual scheme? Or is this 
a special feature of PP as it exists in the Westernized world of today? 
I believe that a careful survey of the whole range of human culture over 
space and time would reveal that the presently dominant mode of objecti
fying sense experience is the outcome of a long development .in the course 
of which it had many rivals. It is thought by many anthropologists that 
events which we conceptualize in matter-of-fact, physicalistic terms have 
been seen in many cultures as involving spirits, magical powers, demonic 
forces, and so on. No doubt this is a very controversial area, and many 
critics deny that there are such differences in modes of perception. But 
at the very least it is not clear that the presently dominant mode of PP 
has not had prominent alternatives in the past. And if it has, then the 
present relative uniformity is a feature of a certain stage of development 
rather than something that is to be expected whenever a reliable experien
tial practice is found. Hence, at the very least it is not clear that it is very 
unlikely for a reliable experiential practice to exist alongside alternative 
modes of objectification of the same range of experience. 

I take it that these considerations suffice to dispo~e of the claim 
that the lack of 1-4 constitutes an adequate reason for regarding CP as 
unreliable. We have seen that the possession of 1-4 by PP is best seen 
as a rather special situation that pertains specifically to certain fundamen
tal aspects of that particular practice in this particular historical-cultural 
situation rather than as an instance of what is to be expected of any reli
able epistemic practice. But it may help to put flesh on this skeleton if 
we consider briefly how CP in particular might be reliable in the absence 
of l-4. 

The basic point I will be making is this. The reality CP claims to 
put us in touch with is conceived to be vastly different from the physical 
environment. Why should not the sorts of procedures required to put us in 
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effective cognitive touch with this reality be equally different? Why sup
pose that the distinctive features of PP set an appropriate standard for the 
cognitive approach to God? I shall sketch out a possible state of affairs in 
which CP is quite trustworthy while lacking 1-4, and then suggest that 
we have no reason to suppose that this state of affairs does not obtain. 

Suppose, then, that (A) God is too different from created beings, 
too "wholly other," for us to be able to grasp any regularities in His be
havior. Suppose further that (B) for the same reason we can only attain 
the faintest, sketchiest, and most insecure grasp of what God is like. Fi
nally, suppose that (C) God has decreed that a human being will be aware 
of His presence in any clear and unmistakable fashion only when certain 
special and difficult conditions are satisfied. If all this is the case, then 
it is the reverse of surprising that CP should lack 1-4, even if it does in
volve a genuine experience of God. It would lack 1-2 because of (A). It 
is quite understandable that it should lack 4 because of (B). If our cogni
tive powers are not fitted to frame an adequate conception of God, it is 
not at all surprising that there should be wide variation in attempts to do 
so. This is what typically happens in science when investigators are grap
pling with a phenomenon no one really understands. A variety of models, 
analogues, metaphors, hypotheses, hunches are propounded, and it is im
possible to secure universal agreement. 3 is missing because of (C). If very 
difficult conditions are set, it is not surprising that few are chosen. Now 
it is compatible with (A)-(C) that (D) religious experience should, in gen
eral, constitute a genuine awareness of the divine; that (E) although any 
particular articulation of such an experience might be mistaken to a greater 
or lesser extent, indeed even though all such articulations might miss the 
mark to some extent, still such judgments will, for the most part, contain 
some measure of truth; and that (F) God's designs contain provision for 
correction and refinement, for increasing the accuracy of the beliefs de
rived from religious experience. If something like (A)-(F) is the case, then 
CP is trustworthy even though it lacks features 1-4. This is a conceivable 
way in which CP would constitute a road to the truth, while differing 
from PP in respects 1-4. If (A)-(F) represents the way it is with God and 
our situation vis-a-vis God, then the absence of 1-4 does not betoken 
unreliability of CP, nor would their presence betoken reliability of CP. 
Quite the contrary. If this is the way things are, then if an epistemic prac
tice were to lead us to suppose that we had discovered regular patterns 
in the divine behavior or that divine activity is equally discernible by all, 
that would be a reason for regarding the practice as unreliable. Therefore, 
unless we have adequate reason for supposing that (A)-(F) does not ob
tain, we are not wartanted in taking the lack of 1-4 to be an adequate 
reason for a judgment of untrustworthiness. 
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Moreover, it is not just that (A)-(C) constitute a bare possibility. 
In the practice of CP we seem to learn that this is the way things are. 
As for (A) and (B) it is the common teaching of all the higher religions 
that God is of a radically different order of being from finite substances 
and, therefore, that we cannot expect to attain the grasp of His nature 
and His doings that we have of worldly objects. As for (C) it is a basic 
theme in Christianity, and in other religions as well, that one finds God 
within one's experience, to any considerable degree, only as one progresses 
in the spiritual life. God is not available for voyeurs. Awareness of God, 
and understanding of His nature and His will for us, is not a purely cogni
tive achievement; it requires the involvement of the whole person; it takes 
a practical commitment and a practice of the life of the spirit, as well 
as the exercise of cognitive faculties. "Blessed are the pure in heart, for 
they shall see God." "If we love one another, God dwells in us." God is 
always present; we do not have to travel to distant climes or distant planets 
to see Him and enjoy His presence. But He reveals Himself clearly, un
mistakably, and in detail, only to those who have responded to His call, 
have made a stable commitment to Him, have put Him at the center of 
their lives, and have opened themselves to His influence. 

To be sure, if in the last paragraph I were arguing for the reliability 
of CP by alleging that (A)-( C) obtain, then that argument would be viti
ated with circularity, since we have no reason for supposing that (A)-(C) 
obtain, apart from assuming the reliability of CP or some analogous reli
gious epistemic practice. But that was not the point. In calling attention 
to the fact that CP yields (A)-(C) I was merely reinforcing the negative 
point that we lack adequate reason for supposing that these conditions 
do not obtain. So far from that being the case, insofar as any epistemic 
practice claims to tell us anything about the matter, what it tells us is that 
they do obtain. Thus the basic point is still the negative one. We do not 
have adequate reason for supposing that (A)-(F) do not obtain, and, there
fore, we are not justified in taking the absence of I -4 to provide an ade
quate reason for the unreliability of CP. 12 

VII 

Suppose the points I have made so far are granted. More specifically, 
suppose it to be granted that a fully reflective, knowledgeable person in 
our society can be 1nw in engaging in CP and that she cannot be justified 
in any other sense in engaging in PP and other commonly accepted, basic 
epistemic practices. Let us suppose it granted, furthermore, that CP y1elds 



CHRISTIAN EXPERIENCE AND CHRISTIAN BELIEF 131 

a picture of its subject matter that is such as to tend to protect it from 
imputations of unreliability and so, in this way, is self-supporting. Never
theless, one might still feel the need for some further recommendation 
of CP. Granted that we cannot reasonably expect to be able to develop 
a cogent noncircular argument for the reliability of CP, one still might 
wonder if there is some way in which CP "proves itself," as PP does with 
its payoffs of prediction and control of the course of events. Those are 
the fruits of PP with which it rewards its devotees. Are there analogous 
fruits of the practice of CP, fruits which provide its devotees with a token 
of its authenticity that may serve to encourage them to persevere? 

Perceptual practice proves itself, insofar as it does, by providing us 
with a "map" of the physical and social environment that enables us to 
find our way around in it, to anticipate the course of events, and to adjust 
our behavior to what we encounter so as to satisfy our needs and achieve 
our ends. This is the basic function of sense perception in our lives, and 
it carries out that function with reasonable success, as it itself testifies. 
To discover the appropriate fruits of the Christian enterprise, we have to 
ask what its basic purpose or function is. It is clear that it is not primarily 
a theoretical or speculative function, any more than in the former case, 
but it is not the same kind of practical function either. It is rather the 
transformation of the individual into what God intended him to be. This 
is what, from within the Christian life, its basic goal is revealed to be. 
It would seem, then, that Christian practice proves itself insofar as it en
ables the individual to transform himself, or to be transformed, in ways 
that when they occur will be seen by the individual as supremely fulfilling, 
as the actualization of his real nature, as what God had planned for him. 

At this point it may help us to bring in another epistemologic_al prac
tice hitherto unmentioned, namely, interpersonal perception, our aware
ness of other persons as persons. There is controversy over whether to 
regard this as an autonomous practice or simply as a department of per
ceptual practice, but I shall adopt the former view. That is, I shall suppose 
that we have a practice of objectifying certain ranges of our experience 
in terms of the presence, condition, characteristics, and activities of other 
persons, and that this practice can no more be justified from the outside 
than any of the others we have been considering. It is, in a way, intermedi
ate between PP and CP. In particular, and this is the point I want to stress 
at the moment, its internal self-justification is not so purely in terms of 
predictive efficacy as is PP. To be sure, by perceiving what we do of other 
persons we are thereby enabled to anticipate their behavior to some extent, 
and this is of pragmatic value. But persons are notoriously less predictable 
than things, and the value of this practice for our Jives is not restricted 
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to that payoff. To compensate for this relative unpredictability there is 
the possibility of entering into communication, fellowship, competition, 
and so on with other persons. And, most basically, that is what this prac
tice enables us to do. We might, analogously, rephrase the above statement 
about the function of CP by saying that it enables us to enter into com
munication with God and thereby to become what God has intended us 
to become. 

Please note that I am not suggest.ing that we can justify particular 
Christian beliefs by pointing out that one will become a better person 
if he accepts them or anything of the sort. I am rather suggesting that 
the feature just imputed to CP is a favorable one, one that enables it to 
satisfy our basic needs. 

But does Christian practice prove itself in this way? It follows from 
points that I have been repeating too often that this cannot be decided 
except from inside, though outsiders can find out something about this 
from hearing what insiders say, seeing what they do, and reading what 
they write. That is the stance I will be taking. And at this point I must 
make explicit something that has been suppressed, or at least unmentioned, 
up to this point. It is really inappropriate to compare the situation of the 
ordinary Christian believer, even the serious, devout, and committed Chris
tian believer, vis-a-vis CP with the situation of the normal adult human 
being vis-a-vis PP. For we are all masters of the latter practice. We emerged 
from our apprenticeship in early childhood, long before we reached the 
stage of philosophical reflection on these matters. But in Christian prac
tice we are, almost all of us, at the stage of early infancy, just beginning 
to learn to distinguish the other reality from ourselves, just beginning to 
learn to recognize the major outlines of the landscape, and, one should 
add, just beginning to learn to respond to them appropriately. Hence we 
must look outside our own experience to the tiny minority that qualify 
as masters of the spiritual life, both for some intimation of what mastery 
of this practice is like and for an answer to the question of whether this 
enterprise proves itself by its fruits. We cannot hope to arrive at a defini
tive answer to that question from the outside. Of course there is a remedy 
for that-to get inside. But that is an arduous and time-consuming task, 
not one to be attempted in the course of an essay. Meanwhile we must 
glean such hints as we can from the lives, works, and thoughts of the 
likes of Mother Teresa of Calcutta as to what it is to be more than babes 
in the experience of God, and as to what it is to respond to this experience 
in the ways it indicates. 

But I fear that the course of the argument has led me into a region 
that calls for the expertise of a preacher or a :.pi.-itual director rather than 
that of a philosopher, and so I must take my leave. 
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NaiES 

1. This position is often associated with Karl Popper. See, for example, 
his The Logic of Scientific Discovery (London: Hutchinson & Co., 1959), chap
ter 1, section 6. It should be noted, however, that Popper puts this forward only 
as a necessary condition for an assertion's counting as a part of empirical science. 

2. You may call them "doxastic" or "cognitive" practices if you prefer. 
3. Note that the relationship would be less close if we were concerned, 

as we are not, with the justification of the belief that the practice is justified or 
that it is reliable. We are not talking about being justified in any such higher-level 
belief about the practice. One might be justified in engaging in the practice with
out even having any such belief. 

4. And not just that the practice has a good track record up to now; rather 
it is a lawlike truth that beliefs formed in accordance with that practice, in those 
kinds of circumstances, are at least likely to be true. 

This formulation can be weakened in various ways without violating the 
spirit of the conception. If we want to allow that perceptual beliefs about the 
physical environment are, by and large, justified in this evaluative sense, while 
admitting that they may all be somewhat off the mark, we can weaken "true" 
to "closely approximating the truth" and further require the practice to include 
procedures for progressively correcting and refining these first approximations. 

5. Note that although Jn and Je are nonequivalent extensionally as well 
as intensionally, the above point indicates a crucial conceptual connection between 
the two. Roughly speaking, to be Jn is to have done as much as could reasonably 
be expected of one to see to it that one is ]0 • 

6. In giving these formulations I have been making the simplifying assump
tion that we have complete (direct or indirect) control over what epistemic prac
tices we engage in. If that is the case, then when on the stronger version I have 
an obligation to do what I can to avoid engaging in practice P because I lack 
adequate reason for regarding it as reliable, that will be an obligation to avoid 
P; and so it will be true that I am justified in engaging in P iff I have adequate 
reason to regard it as reliable. We can generalize the formulations so as to avoid 
reliance on this assumption by simply putting lack of control as another alter
native. Thus the stronger version would become: S is justified in engaging in P 
iff either (a) S has adequate reason for regarding P as reliable or (b) Sis unable 
to prevent himself from engaging in P. 

7. In attributing these features to PP we are enriching our conception of 
that practice by including the storage of perceptual beliefs in memory and various 
kinds of reasonings from those beliefs, as well as their initial formation. We may 
enlarge our conception of CP in a similar way and even include PP in CP as 
well. Then in considering whether CP possesses these features we will be thinking 
of the distinctive portion of CP by virtue of which it "goes beyond" PP. 

8. C. B. Martin, Religious Belief (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 
1959). 

9. To be sure, even if it does constitute an adequate reason iL wili uot fol
low that no one can be Jnw in engaging in CP. For there may well be persons 
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who do not know that CP lacks these features. Such a person will not have an 
adequate reason (at least not this adequate reason) for taking CP to be unreliable. 
Normative justification of practices, like normative justification of beliefs, is situa
tion relative. What I am justified in believing or doing may not be the same as 
what yo!l are justified in believing or doing. ln thinking that these lacks would 
inhibit Jnw if they were an adequate reason for unreliability, we are thinking of 
persons who are fully cognizant of the relevant facts. 

10. At least those practices that deal with objects that act or change through 
time. Otherwise 2 would be inapplicable. 

11. In fact, if we could have things our own way we would, no doubt, bring 
it about that PP exhibits these features to a higher degree than it does. Our percep
tion, and reasoning thereon, could conceivably reveal regularities to us much more 
readily and extensively than it does; and if it did then, by the same considerations 
we would be even better off. And would we not have been better off if there had 
not been such divergencies as have existed between ways of objectifying sense ex
perience in different cultures? 

12. There is also the following subsidiary point. Since CP yields the conclu
sion that (A)-( C) hold, if we were to take it that they do not hold, in the absence 
of overriding reason for supposing them not to hold, we would be begging the 
question against CP. We would be presupposing that it is unreliable in the course 
of arriving at a judgment on the matter. 



Can Belief in God Be Rational 
If It Has No Foundations? 

Nicholas Wolterstorff 

Central to Christianity, Judaism, and Islam alike is the conviction that 
we as human beings are called to believe in God- to trust in him, to rely 
on him, to place our confidence in him. To believe in God is our funda
mental human obligation. Central also is the conviction that only by be
lieving in God can the deepest stirrings of the human heart be satisfied. 
Duty and fulfillment here coalesce. 

But is it rational for us to believe in God? Is it rational for us to 
place our confidence in him? Can a person believe in God without per
forming a sacrificium intel!ectus? One cannot belong to the intelligentsia 
of modern Western society without having that question come to mind. 

Presumably it is rational for a person to believe in God only if it 
is rational for him to believe various propositions about God- in particu
lar, that there is such a being as God. The rationality of trusting someone 
presupposes the rationality of believing that that person exists. And among 
the objections to Christian belief, as well as to Judaic and Muslim, charac
teristic of the modern intelligentsia is the objection that it is no longer 
rational, if ever it was, to believe that God exists. We must choose between 
treasuring our rationality and assenting to God's existence. We cannot have 
it both ways. The rational person will have to make his way in the world 
without supposing that there exists any God in whom he could trust. Kaf
ka's castle is empty. The noises we hear are only echoes of our own voices. 

Tacit in this characteristically modern objection to theistic convic
tion is the assumption that if it is not rational to believe some (affirmative) 
proposition about God, then one ought not believe it. There are a good 
many theologians in this century who-if I read them correctly-would 
contest this assumption. They would agree with the objectors that believ
ir.g that God exists requires throwing overboard t:1e demands of ration
ality, but they would nonetheless refuse to go along with the conclusion 
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of the objectors that we ought then to cease believing that God exists. 
Divine revelation, they say, has entered our existence, coming as an assault 
to our rationality. Accordingly, we must now choose by what principle 
we shall live our lives- reason or revelation. The believer has thrown in 
his lot with revelation, and rationality no longer has any claim on him. 
It is a matter of utter indifference to him whether his theistic convictions 
are rational. Rationality is only a siren tempter. 

In my judgment this is a profoundly misguided response to the chal
lenge I have cited, expressing an untenable view as the place of rationality 
in our human existence- at least when rationality is understood as I shall 
be understanding it in this discussion. In my judgment the charge that 
it is irrational to believe that God exists must be taken seriously by the 
theist. This is one of the theses I shall be defending. 

But first let me formulate more amply the objection to theistic con
viction which I see as characteristic of the modern Western intellectual. 
The objection can be seen as presupposing a challenge, call it the eviden
tialist challenge to theism. And this challenge can be thought of as con
sisting of two claims: first, if it is not rational to accept some proposition 
about God then one ought not accept it; and second, it is not rational 
to accept propositions about God unless one does so on the basis of others 
of one's beliefs which provide adequate evidence for them, and with a 
firmness not exceeding that warranted by the strength of the evidence. 
Someone who holds that this challenge is correct and, in addition, holds, 
concerning a given theistic believer, that the believer does not meet the 
challenge, may then be said to accept the evidentialist objection to the 
theistic convictions of that believer. 

It is the evidentialist objection to theistic belief that I wish to con
sider in this paper, and especially the evidentialist challenge that lies be
hind the objection. My interest is not so much in whether the challenge 
is being met by some believers or in whether it can be met; my interest 
is more in whether the challenge itself is tenable. 

An explanation is immediately in order. In what follows I shall often 
speak of someone believing that God exists rather than of someone ac
cepting the proposition that God exists. I shall mean the same thing. Often 
"believe" is used in such a way that from the fact that someone believes 
something it follows that he does not know it. That is not how I shall 
be using it. When I speak of someone believing something, it is not im
plied that he does not know it. For- to say it once again- I shall use "be
lieve" as a synonym for "accept." And surely if someone knows so-and-so, 
he accepts it. 

As I have already tacitly suggested, the evidentialist challenge and 
objection to theistic conviction are not distributed evenly throughout mod-
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ern society. They are found mainly among the intelligentsia. And as I have 
already said, they are peculiarly modern. One finds them not at all- or 
hardly at all- before the latter half of the seventeenth century. A corollary 
of this latter fact is that evidentialist apologetics, construed as the attempt 
to meet the challenge by offering arguments for various (affirmative) the
istic propositions, thus to legitimize theistic belief, or by showing that the 
arguments theistic believers already have are sound ones, thus to show 
that theistic belief is legitimate, are also unique to modernity. Until the 
modern age, Christian apologetics consisted mainly, not in giving or de
fending arguments for Christianity, but rather in answering objections to 
Christianity. It is when the challenge to Christianity is the evidentialist 
challenge, and when one attempts to cope with the challenge by meeting 
it or showing that it has already been met, that the offering of "evidence" 
becomes relevant to the apologist's traditional endeavor. When Tertullian, 
in his famous and eloquent Apology, undertook to answer the objection 
(among others) that Christians were responsible for the decline in the econ
omy of the Roman Empire, he did not undertake to offer arguments for 
the truth of Christianity, let alone for the truth of theism. 

I 

John Locke was among the first to formulate articulately the eviden
tialist challenge to theistic belief. It will help to set the stage for our discus
sion if we consider what he says. Reason, says Locke, 

as contradistinguished to faith, I take to be the discovery of the cer
tainty or probability of such propositions or truths, which the mind 
arrives at by deductions made from such ideas which it has got by 
the use of its natural faculties, viz., by sensation or reflection. 

Faith, on the other side, is the assent to any proposition, not 
thus made out by the deductions of reason, but upon the credit of 
the proposer, as corning from God in some extraordinary way of 
communicating. This way of discovering truths to men we call reve
lation. (An Essay concerning Human Understanding, IV,l8,2) 

Reason is reasoning for Locke, and clearly he thinks of it as one among 
others of our belief-forming processes. 1 Faith is another belief-forming 
process. It, by contrast, consists in accepting something "as coming from 
God." 

Does that mean, then, that reasoning plays no rightful role in faith? 
Not at all, says Lo.:kt:. It is wm ih quoting him at some length on this 
point. 
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But since God, in giving us the light of reason, has not thereby tied 
up his own hands from affording us, when he thinks fit, the light 
of revelation in any of those matters wherein our natural faculties 
are able to give a probable determination, revelation, where God has 
been pleased to give it, must carry it against the probable conjectures 
of reason; because the mind, not being certain of the truth of what 
it does not evidently know, but only yielding to the probability that 
appears in it, is bound to give up its assent to such a testimony, which, 
it is satisfied, comes from One who cannot err, and will not deceive. 
But yet it still belongs to reason to judge of the truth of its being 
a revelation, and of the signification of the words wherein it is 
delivered. Indeed, if any thing shall be thought revelation which is 
contrary to the plain principles of reason and the evident knowledge 
the mind has of its own clear and distinct ideas, there reason must 
be hearkened to as a matter within its province: since a man can 
never have so certain a knowledge that a proposition, which con
tradicts the clear principles and evidence of his own knowledge, was 
divinely revealed, or that he understands the words rightly wherein 
it is delivered, as he has that the contrary is true; and so is bound 
to consider and judge of it as a matter of reason, and not swallow 
it, without examination, as a matter of faith. (Essay, IY,I8,8) 

Whatever God hath revealed is certainly true: no doubt can 
be made of it. This is the proper object of faith; but whether it be 
a divine revelation or not, reason must judge; which can never per
mit the mind to reject a greater evidence to embrace what is less 
evident, nor allow it to entertain probability in opposition to knowl
edge and certainty. (Essay, IY,l8,10)2 

It is self-evident, Locke suggests, that whatever God has revealed 
is true. This is something on which we can base our reasoning, our infer
ring. It is not something for which we must first have evidence. But that 
a given deliverance from the mouth or hand of a human being is a revela
tion of God is something for which, if we are to be entitled to believe 
it, we must have other beliefs which constitute adequate evidence for it. 
If the content of the purported revelation is self-evidently or demonstrably 
false, then we must reject it as a revelation of God. If, on the contrary, 
it only has the status of improbability, then we must weigh up that im
probability against the probability that it is a revelation from God. 
(Presumably it is such "weighing-up" that Locke has in mind. On this 
point he is not wholly explicit.)l 

Why is this so'! If we are entitled to acct:pt without argumeni that 
what God reveals is true, then why may we not also accept without argu
ment that the New Testament, say, is a revelation from God? Because, 
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says Locke, we would then have no way of showing that "the enthusiasts" 
are irresponsible in their believings. If we affirm the evidentialist chal
lenge, we can then go up to the enthusiast and say, "Give us the evidence 
that your purported revelations are in fact from God." If he cannot com
ply, then we can justly conclude that he is believing irresponsibly. 

But to examine a little soberly this internal light and this feeling 
on which they build so much: The question here is, How do I know 
that God is the revealer of this to me; that this impression is made 
upon my mind by his Holy Spirit, and that therefore I ought to obey 
it? If I know not this, how great soever the assurance is, that I am 
possessed with, it is groundless; whatever light I pretend to, it is but 
enthusiasm. Does it not then stand them upon, to examine upon 
what grounds they presume it to be a revelation from God? (Essay, 
IV,l9,10)4 

Of course, this challenge to the enthusiasts is also a challenge to 
Christian believers: if they do not believe on the basis of adequate evi
dence that the Bible is God's revelation, they too must give up their reli
gion. But Locke was confident that in the case of Christianity the chal
lenge could be met. He himself undertook to meet it in his book The 
Reasonableness of Christianity, As Delivered in the Scriptures. 

Thus far we have found Locke saying that a condition of someone's 
being entitled to accept so-and-so as a revelation from God is that he has 
inferred from other beliefs of his, which constitute adequate evidence for 
it, that it is a revelation from God. In fact Locke contends that the connec
tion between this entitlement and this condition is even tighter. He holds 
that the firmness with which one accepts this proposition must be propor
tioned to the strength of the evidence for it. 

We may as well doubt of our own being, as we can whether any 
revelation from God be true. So that faith is a settled and sure princi
ple of assent and assurance, and leaves no manner of room for doubt 
or hesitation. Only we must be sure that it is a divine revelation, 
and that we understand it right: else we shall expose ourselves to 
all the extravagancy of enthusiasm, and all the error of wrong prin
ciples, if we have faith and assurance in what is not divine revelation. 
And therefore in those cases, our assent can be rationally no higher 
than the evidence of its being a revelation, and that this is the mean
ing of the expressions it is delivered in. If the evidence of its being 
a revelation, or that this is its true sense, be only on probable proofs, 
our assent can reach no higher than as assurance or diffid~nce, aris
ing from the more or less apparent probability of the proofs. (Essay, 
IV,16,14) 
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All that has been said thus far presupposes the acceptability of believ
ing that God exists. What, on Locke's view, is the condition for that? Before 
a person is entitled to believe that such-and-such is a deliverance from 
God, he must have inferred from adequate evidence that it is that. But 
what about his prior belief that there is a God? Must it too be supported 
by adequate reasoning if the person is to be entitled to hold it? 

Yes indeed, on Locke's view. God, says Locke, "has given us no in
nate ideas of himself." He "has stamped no original characters on our 
mind, wherein we may read his being." That God exists is not self-evident 
to us. Yet, 

having furnished us with those faculties our minds are endowed with, 
he hath not left himself without witness; since we have sense, percep
tion, and reason, and cannot want a clear proof of him as long as 
we carry ourselves about us. Nor can we justly complain of our ig
norance in this great point, since he has so plentifully provided us 
with the means to discover and know him, so far as is necessary 
to the end of our being, and the great concernment of our happi
ness. But though this be the most obvious truth that reason discov
ers, and though its evidence be (if I mistake not) equal to mathemati
cal certainty; yet it requires thought and attention, and the mind 
must apply itself to a regular deduction of it from some part of our 
intuitive knowledge, or else we shall be as uncertain and ignorant 
of this as of other propositions which are in themselves capable of 
clear demonstration. (Essay, IV,IO,I) 

Locke then proceeds to argue that each of us knows intuitively that he 
himself exists, and that "nothing can no more produce any real being, 
than it can be equal to two right angles." From these two premises he 
concludes that there must be an eternal being, and he goes on to argue 
that that eternal being has the characteristics of God. He seems to be of 
the view that people do in fact believe that God exists on the basis of 
this argument, and that what he has done is only formulate the argument 
and show that it is sound. 

II 

I have said that the evidentialist challenge and objection to theistic 
conviction, along with the attempt to cope with that challenge by practic
ing evidentialist apologetics, are peculiar to modernity. Some will ques
tion th1s claim by pointing to the practice of natural theology among the 
medievals. The reply is that natural theology was a different project from 
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evidentialist apologetics- even though the same arguments may occur in 
both. 

We may take Anselm and Aquinas as typical. Anselm's motto was 
that of Augustine: credo ut inte/ligam. In the opening pages of his Proslo
gion he makes clear what that means for him. His goal in the book was 
to come to know, or understand, what already he believed. "I have written 
the following treatise," he says, "in the person of one who strives to lift 
his mind to the contemplation of God, and seeks to understand what he 
believes." (Preface) "For I do not seek to understand that I may believe, 
but I believe in order to understand." (Chapter 1) 

Knowing a proposition was in general, for Anselm, a state of mind 
preferable to taking that proposition on faith. Hence Anselm's goal in 
constructing the ontological argument, as the remainder of the Proslogion, 
was to bring it about that what already he believed he now would know. 
In his view an essential component in this process of transmuting belief 
(faith) into knowledge (understanding) was constructing proofs. 

Aquinas was no different on these matters. He explicated the con
cept of knowledge somewhat more rigorously than did Anselm: a person 
knows only what is self-evident to him or evident to his senses, or what 
has been demonstrated from such. Likewise he conceives faith somewhat 
more rigorously, as accepting propositions on the authority of God the 
revealer. But the goal of natural theology for Aquinas was exactly the same 
as for Anselm: to transmute what already one believed into something 
known. Demonstration was seen as indispensable to this transmutation 
project. 

Taking Anselm and Aquinas as typical, it becomes clear, then, that 
the medievals were doing something quite different in their project of natu
ral theology from meeting the evidentialist challenge. They were engaged 
in the transmutation project of altering belief (faith) into knowledge. No 
one in their milieu was claiming that it was permissible to believe that 
God existed only if one did so on the basis of adequate evidence, and 
with a firmness not exceeding the strength of the evidence. (Nonetheless 
Aquinas did, in chapter 6 of his Summa Contra Gentiles, defend the thesis 
"that to give assent to the truths of faith is not foolishness even though 
they are above reason.") 

III 

A variety of questions can be posed concerning the evidentialist chal
lenge to theistic conviction. {Let us henceforth cail this ev;dwtialism.) One 
could ask, for example, what reasons the evidentialist has for holding his 
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position. That is what Alvin Plantinga does in his essay "Reason and Be
lief in God" in this volume. He there suggests that common to all, oral
most all, evidentialists is a certain "model" of rationality, a certain crite
rion for the application of the concept rational- the criterion being that 
of classical foundationalism. Plantinga then goes on to argue that that 
criterion is unacceptable. I judge Plantinga to be correct in both these 
contentions. Almost always when you lift an evidentialist you find a foun
dationalist. But the careful formulation of classical foundationalism by 
a number of philosophers in recent years has been accompanied by a grow
ing consensus that it is not a plausible criterion of rational belief.~ 

Another way of considering the tenability of evidentialism would 
be to formulate and defend a criterion of rational belief alternative to 
that of classical foundationalism, and then to test the truth of evidential
ism by reference to this criterion. That is the approach I shall follow in 
this essay. If successful, it moves us a stage beyond where Plantinga's discus
sion leaves us. His discussion puts us in the position of seeing that the 
most common and powerful argument for evidentialism is classical foun
dationalism, and of seeing that classical foundationalism is unacceptable. 
But to deprive the evidentialist of his best defense is not yet to show that 
his contention is false. It is this next step that I shall undertake to execute. 

But before a criterion can be offered for the application of the con
cept of rational belief, we must be sure that we have clearly in mind the 
concept itself. And here our situation is surely that our English word "ra
tional" is unusually protean, having a large number of different, albeit 
connected, senses. We speak of many different sorts of things as rational: 
rational plans, rational strategies, rational actions, rational persons, ra
tional remarks, rational beliefs. And a large number of different claims 
are made about these different sorts of entities when we say of them that 
they are rational. Here it is only rational and nonrational beliefs that we 
will have in view. And the fact that the evidentialist connects the non
rationality of a belief with the obligation not to hold it delimits for us 
the senses of "rational" relevant to our discussion. 

An illuminating way to begin is to consider the following passage 
from John Locke: 

however faith be opposed to reason, faith is nothing but a firm as
sent of the mind; which if it be regulated, as is our duty, cannot 
be afforded to anything but upon good reason, and so cannot be 
opposite to it. He that believes, without having any reason for believ
ing, may be in love with his own fancies; but neither seeks truth 
as he ought, nor pays the obedience due to his Maker, who "'·ould 
have him use those discerning faculties he has given him, to keep 
him out of mistake and error. He that does not this to the best of 
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his power, however he sometimes lights on truth, is in the right but 
by chance; and I know not whether the luckiness of the accident 
will excuse the irregularity of his proceeding. This at least is certain, 
that he must be accountable for whatever mistakes he runs into: 
whereas he that makes use of the light and faculties God has given 
him, and seeks sincerely to discover truth by those helps and abilities 
he has, may have this satisfaction in doing his duty as a rational 
creature, that though he should miss truth, he will not miss the re
ward of it. For he governs his assent right, and places it as he should, 
who, in any case or matter whatsoever, believes or disbelieves accord
ing as reason directs him. He that does otherwise, transgresses agrunst 
his own light, and misuses those faculties which were given him to 
no other end, but to search and follow the clearer evidence and greater 
probability. (Essay, IV,l7,24) 

What Locke assumes here is that there are duties and responsibilities 
pertaining to our believings. Just as it is not true that "anything goes" 
in our actions regarding other human beings, so too it is not true that 
"anything goes" in our believings. 

What must at once be added, however, is that our believings may 
be subject to duties and responsibilities in a number of different respects. 
(This is a point made by Plantinga in "Reason and Belief in God.") Per
haps there are right and wrong ways of acquiring beliefs. Perhaps there 
are right and wrong ways of maintaining beliefs. Perhaps some beliefs 
we ought not to hold because of their injurious effects on our psyches. 
Perhaps sometimes we hold beliefs with more firmness than we ought (or 
with less firmness that we are permitted). And if there are obligations per
taining to believings at all, presumably there are some pertaining simply 
to the having or not having of beliefs. 

It is clear that at the center of Locke's attention, and at the core 
of the evidentialist challenge as he issues it, is this last phenomenon: Some 
beliefs we ought not to have. Some we ought to have. Some we are permit
ted to have. Some we are permitted not to have. For the sake of conve
nience we might call these possession obligations with respect to our believ
ings (and correlatively, possession permissions). 

But Locke is also concerned, though less prominently so, with the 
fact that sometimes we hold beliefs more firmly than we ought-and cor
respondingly, less firmly than we are permitted. We may call such obliga
tions as these firmness obligations with respect to our believings. 

Not only does Locke assume that there are duties pertaining to our 
believings; he also makes a suggestion as to the ground of these obligations 
-or at least, of the possession obligations. He assumes that we human 
beings are capable of governing and regulating our assent with the pur-



144 NrcHoLAS WoLTERSlORFF 

pose in mind of getting more amply in touch with reality-of increasing 
our number of true beliefs and of avoiding or eliminating false beliefs. 
And his thought then is that possession obligations with respect to our 
believings consist in our obligation to so govern our assent as to get more 
amply in touch with reality. Fundamentally, then, he thinks of possession 
obligations along utilitarian lines: they consist in the obligations we have 
to get more amply in touch with reality, getting more amply in touch with 
reality being taken, in this context, as a good-in-itself. 6 

It may be remarked, parenthetically, that failure to live up to one's 
possession and firmness obligations and presumably to all other obliga
tions pertaining to one's believings, when all other things are equal, amounts 
in Locke's view to disobedience to one's Maker. Living up to them, other 
things being equal, amounts to obedience. Possession and firmness obliga
tions with respect to our believings are rooted in accountability to our 
Creator. 

Now it would seem that if we have the ability to govern our believ
ings with the goal in mind of getting more amply in touch with reality, 
then we also have the ability to govern them with other goals in mind. 
Perhaps we can to some extent govern them with the goal in mind of in
creasing our peace of mind, or with the goal in mind of staying out of 
trouble with our government. Correspondingly, perhaps we also have obliga
tions for the governance of our believing with respect to some such goals. 
Kierkegaard thought, for example, that when it came to religious matters, 
we ought to hold such beliefs as would most heighten the passion in our 
lives. To distinguish such obligations from those pertaining to governance 
with the goal in mind of getting more amply in touch with reality, let 
us call these latter reality-possession obligations. 

It is clear that Locke connects the concept of rationality he has in 
mind with the obligations that pertain to our believings- call such obliga
tions our noetic obligations. The rational belief is the belief which does 
not violate our noetic obligations. The rational belief is the belief which, 
by reference to our noetic obligations, is permitted, is justified. But if obliga
tions pertain to our beliefs with respect to different dimensions of those 
beliefs, the question comes to mind whether Locke is perhaps not working 
with a somewhat more constricted concept of rationality than this catchall 
concept. I think it clear that he is. For Locke the rational belief is the 
belief in accord with the reality-possession and firmness obligations that 
pertain to one's believings. Rationality consists in not violating those duties 
concerning one's believings. To be rational in one's believings amounts 
to doing as well in the firmness and reality-possession dimensions of one's 
believings as can rightly be demanded of one. Just as the morally permis
sible action is the action in accord with the norms for moral action, so 
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the rational belief is the belief in accord with the firmness and reality
possession norms for believing. 7 

Rationality, thus conceived, is connected with truth. Locke sees clearly, 
though, that the connection is indirect. Rationality is not to be identified 
with truth in beliefs, nor is it to be thought that the two coincide. Someone 
may light on truth by chance; about that Locke says, ironically, "I know 
not whether the luckiness of the accident will excuse the irregularity of 
his proceeding." Conversely, someone may seek "sincerely to discover truth 
by those helps and abilities he has" and "may have this satisfaction in 
doing his duty as a rational creature," while yet he misses truth. He will 
not miss his reward, though, says Locke. For he will, so far forth, have 
done his duty. 

Truth, though a merit in beliefs, is not an unfallible mark of praise
worthiness in the person, nor is falsehood such a mark of blameworthi
ness. By contrast, rationality in beliefs is an infallible mark of praiseworthi
ness in the person; irrationality, of blameworthiness. 8 Rationality, unlike 
truth, is a derivative merit in beliefs, deriving its meritoriousness from 
merit in the believer- that merit being present in the believer, however, 
only if he pursues as he ought the merit of truth. The merit of rationality 
in our beliefs is grounded in the proper governance of our assent. Noetic 
rationality is grounded in practical rationality. 

IV 

Locke assumes- rightly in my judgment- that we have an obliga
tion to govern our assent with the goal in mind of getting more amply 
in touch with reality. Likewise he assumes- also rightly, I think- that this 
goal has the two sides of seeking to increase our stock of true beliefs and 
of seeking to avoid or eliminate false beliefs. Let us scrutinize these assump
tions a bit, beginning with a consideration of that latter assumption. To 
do so it will be helpful to consider Roderick Chisholm's formulation of 
our intellectual duties. "Each person," he says, "is subject to two quite 
different requirements in connection with any proposition he considers: 
(I) he should try his best to bring it about that if that proposition is true 
then he believes it; and (2) he should try his best to bring it about that 
if that proposition is false then he not believe it." 9 

Now suppose one took the second of these two requirements seri
ously but not the first. That is, suppose one had it as one's sole goal to 
snare as few falsehoods in one's net of belief as possible. What strategy 
would then be appropriate? Quite obviously the strategy of uudcrtaking 
to believe as few as possible of the propositions that cross one's mind. 
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There is nothing better than this that one could do (though even this might 
well not achieve the result of eliminating all falsehoods, for many of the 
things we believe, we do so ineluctably). If one wants above all to avoid 
catching trash fish, one goes fishing as little as possible. But though a 
serious pursuit of this strategy would be likely to diminish significantly 
the number of falsehoods believed, that merit would be purchased at the 
cost of missing out on a great deal of truth. And surely that is an impor
tant deficiency in this strategy of incredulity. The extent to which one had 
gotten in touch with reality would be severely limited. 

Suppose, on the other hand, that one took the first of these two 
requirements seriously but paid no attention to the second. Suppose one 
had it as one's sole goal to snare as many truths as possible in one's net 
of belief. What strategy would then be appropriate? Quite obviously the 
strategy of undertaking to believe as many as possible of the propositions 
that come to mind -with this proviso: if one cannot believe both a propo
sition which comes to mind and its contradictory, then one strives to be
lieve that member of the pair, if either, for which one has better evidence. 
There seems no better strategy than this strategy of gullibility for achiev
ing the goal. If catching as many edible fish as possible is one's only goal, 
one nets fish indiscriminately- unless one has to make a choice here and 
there. But though the serious pursuit of this strategy would increase the 
number of truths one believes, it is also likely to increase substantially 
one's stock of false beliefs. And that, surely, is a deficiency. False beliefs 
mark a failure fully to get in touch with reality. 

So both goals are necessary: the goal of increasing one's stock of 
true beliefs and the goal of avoiding or eliminating false beliefs. Accord
ingly, more subtle strategies will have to be adopted than either that com
prehensive strategy of incredulity or that comprehensive strategy of 
gullibility. 

Of course, once we allow that the pursuit of both these goals is nec
essary for getting in touch with reality, we must also acknowledge the 
possibility that in specific cases the two goals will yield conflicting results. 
Upon doing one's best to ascertain whether a proposition is true or false, 
one may discover that the evidence pro and con is equally balanced. In 
such a case one has to weigh up which is the worse outcome- that of 
missing out on truth or that of falling into error. 

Yet another matter, pertaining to our obligation to get more amply 
in touch with reality, must be raised at this point. With respect to which 
propositions does one have an obligation to bring it about that one be
!ieves them if !hey are true and disbelieves them if they are false? The 
answer Chisholm gives is any proposition one considers. But that seems 
hardly correct on a couple of counts. Suppose, upon looking at a bean 



CAN BELIEF IN Gon BE RATIONAL? 147 

bag, that the thought crosses my mind that it contains exactly 2019 beans. 
Suppose I then consider that proposition. Is it really the case, in ordinary 
circumstances, that I then have an obligation to bring it about that I believe 
this if and only if it is true? Is not the acquisition of true, and the avoid
ance of false, belief on this matter so unimportant to my life that I have 
no such obligation- not even prima facie? Of course propositions are not 
in general inherently trivial or important. There may be tasks which you 
have that make it important for you to seek to bring it about that you 
believe there are 2019 beans in the bag just in case there are. But I have 
no such tasks. 

Neither is it the case that our obligation to attain truth pertains just 
to the propositions we consider. Some of the propositions we have never 
considered are nonetheless propositions that we ought to believe. It may 
be that we ought to have considered them- and having considered, to be
lieve. Or alternatively, it may be that though we have no obligation to 
consider them, nonetheless we do have an obligation to believe them. After 
all, there are ways of coming to believe propositions which do not require 
considering those propositions. Many of the things we believe, and ought 
to believe, have never been considered by us. Considering is involved in 
only some modes of belief acquisition. 

But concerning which propositions, then, do we have reality
possession obligations? Concerning the ones we each do in fact believe, 
I would say. But what beyond that? Chisholm is correct in his assumption 
that the propositions with respect to which we have such obligations are 
only a limited number and that they vary from person to person. We do 
not have obligations of rationality concerning reality's entire stock of propo
sitions. And the ones each of us does have are always situated obligations. 
They are contextual obligations. What determines the variance, however, 
is not that which each person happens to consider. But if not that, what 
then? 

It is difficult, indeed, to formulate an absolutely general answer to 
this question. And for our purposes here it is unnecessary to try. But worth 
observing is that one important factor determining the variance is the per
son's tasks and obligations in general. Some of my tasks and obligations 
are such that it becomes essential for their implementation that I seek 
the truth on certain matters and govern my beliefs accordingly. Of course 
each person's configuration of tasks and obligations is unique. That, then, 
is what accounts for a good deal of the variance in the obligations of 
rationality, and in noetic obligations generally. At the same time, it is true 
that these configurations do not differ in all respects from person to per
son, which accounts for a good deal of the commonality in obligations 
of rationality. 
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A characteristic error of epistemologists has been to suppose that 
our noetic obligations are disconnected from our other obligations. The 
truth is that in good measure the particular shape which the obligation 
to attain truth and avoid falsehood assumes for each person is determined 
by his obligations in general. Over and over our general obligations re
quire, for their fulfilment, that we seek to get more amply in touch with 
some segment of reality. Perhaps there are some matters on which a given 
person ought to seek to attain true belief and eradicate falsehood whether 
or not those beliefs will serve some praxis of his. But that is not in general 
true. Our noetic obligations arise from the whole diversity of obligations 
that we have in our concrete situations. In this way, too, rationality is con
nected with praxis. 

One last point. It seems in general not true that each of us has the 
obligation with respect to certain propositions to do his best to bring it 
about that he believes them if and only if they are true. Doing one's best 
may be more than can rightly be asked of one- well beyond the call of 
duty. Indeed, doing one's best with respect to some may interfere with 
doing one's duty with respect to others. What seems rather to be the case 
is that each of us has the obligation with respect to certain propositions 
to do as well as can rightly be demanded of us so as to bring it about 
that we believe them if they are true and disbelieve them if they are false. 

Of course, the concept of doing as well as can rightly be demanded 
of one is, unlike that of doing one's best, a normative concept. This, then, 
is a second point at which we have found it necessary to introduce nor
mative concepts and considerations where Chisholm had only nonnorma
tive ones- the other being at that point where a determination is made 
concerning the propositions to which our obligations of rationality pertain. 

v 

The applicability of the concept of rationality that we are in the 
process of elucidating presupposes that we human beings are capable of 
governing our assent, in particular, capable of governing it with the goal 
in mind of getting more amply in touch with reality. The very image of 
governing suggests, however, that there are various belief-forming processes 
or "mechanisms" present in us. A ruler's governance of his subjects does 
not consist of calling them into existence. It will be_ important for our 
subsequent purposes to look more closely at these two phenomena of hu
man nature, that of belief-forming "mechanisms" and that of the capacity 
for governmg these. 

It has to be said that the main representatives of the epistemological 



CAN BELIEF IN Gon BE RATIONAL? 149 

tradition give us little help here. Though of course they all take for granted 
the existence of belief-forming "mechanisms" in human beings, they de
vote scant attention to this phenomenon as such. A characteristic result 
of this oversight is that the rules they give for "the direction of the mind" 
prove limited and myopic in application. 

To these generalizations Thomas Reid, the eighteenth-century Scot
tish philosopher, is the great exception. It was Reid's great genius to per
ceive that if we want to understand knowledge and rationality, we cannot 
talk only about the abstract relations holding among propositions, along 
the way making unreflective assumptions about the "mechanisms" which 
form our beliefs. We must look head-on at the psychological "mechanisms" 
involved in belief formation. Articulate epistemology requires articulate 
psychology. 

At the very foundation of Reid's approach is his claim that at any 
point in our lives we each have a variety of dispositions, inclinations, pro
pensities, to believe things- belief dispositions we may call them. What 
accounts for our beliefs, in the vast majority of cases anyway, is the trig
gering of one and another such disposition. For example, we are all so 
constituted that upon having memory experiences in certain situations, 
we are disposed to have certain beliefs about the past. We are all disposed, 
upon having certain sensations in certain situations, to have certain beliefs 
about the external physical world. Upon having certain other sensations 
in certain situations, we are all disposed to have certain beliefs about other 
persons. Likewise we are all so constituted as to be disposed in certain 
circumstances to believe what we apprehend people as telling us- the credu
lity disposition, as Reid rather fetchingly called it. 

To the belief dispositions of which Reid took note we may add those 
rather ignoble belief dispositions of which Marx and Freud made so much: 
our disposition to believe what gives us a sense of security, our disposition 
to believe what serves to perpetuate our positions of economic privilege, 
our disposition to adopt clusters of beliefs which function as ideologies 
and rationalizations to conceal from our conscious awareness the igno
bility of those other dispositions, and so on. 

The belief dispositions which I have cited thus far are all disposi
tions which produce their effects immediately. We do not normally infer, 
from other beliefs of ours which we take as good evidence for it, that 
a person is before us. Rather, upon having certain sensations in certain 
situations we just immediately believe this. Likewise our memory experi
ences produce immediately in us certain convictions about the past. Re
membering does not consist in going through a process of inferring a be
lief about the pa~t from uther beliefs. 

There is, though, another disposition in us of which these remarks 
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are not true. In addition to the features of our constitution thus far men
tioned, we are all so constituted that upon judging some proposition which 
we already believe as being good evidence for another proposition not 
yet believed, we are disposed to believe that other proposition as well. To 
this disposition Reid assigned the name of reason. Let me call it the reason
ing disposition. What the tradition called mediate beliefs can now be singled 
out as those produced by the reasoning disposition, and what it called 
immediate beliefs, those produced by some one of our other belief dis
positions. 

Not only does Reid call to our attention the various belief disposi
tions which we actually do, at a given moment in our lives, possess; he 
also speaks about the origins of these dispositions. It was his conviction, 
in the first place, that somewhere in the history of each of us are to be 
found certain belief dispositions with which we were simply "endowed by 
our Creator." They belong to our human nature. We come with them. 
They are innate in us. Their existence in us is not the result of condition
ing. It must not be supposed, however, that all such nonconditioned dis
positions are present in us at birth. Some, possibly most, emerge as we 
mature. We have the disposition to acquire them upon reaching one and 
another level of maturation. He says, for example: 

Perhaps a child in the womb, or for some short period of its exis
tence, is merely a sentient being: the faculties by which it perceives 
an external world, by which it reflects on its own thoughts and ex
istence, and relation to other things, as weli as its reasoning and moral 
faculties, unfold themselves by degrees; so that it is inspired with 
the various principles of common sense, as with the passions of love 
and resentment, when it has occasion for them. (An Inquiry into 
the Human Mind, V,7) 

But in addition to our innate, nonconditioned, belief dispositions, 
we adults all have a number of belief dispositions which we have acquired 
by way of conditioning. Reid calls attention to a certain range of these 
as being belief dispositions induced in us by the working of the inductive 
principle. The inductive principle is not itself a belief disposition; it is an 
innate, nonconditioned disposition for the acquisition of belief disposi
tions. Reid says, "It is undeniable, and indeed is acknowledged by all, that 
when we have found two things to have been constantly conjoined in the 
course of nature, the appearance of one of them is immediately followed 
by the conception and belief of the other." (Inquiry, Vl,24) And he adds 
that it is "a natural, original and unaccountable propensity to believe, that 
the connections which we have observed in times past, will continue in 
time to come." (Inquiry, II,9) An example that Reid offers, of a belief 
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disposition inculcated in us by this inductive principle of our native con
stitutions, is this: "When I hear a certain sound, I conclude immediately 
without reasoning, that a coach passes by. There are no premises from 
which this conclusion is inferred by any rules of logic. It is the effect of 
a principle of our nature, common to us with the brutes." (Inquiry, IV,l) 

Reid's thought concerning the workings of the inductive principle 
can readily be stated in the language of contemporary psychology. What 
accounts for some of our beliefs is that a process of classical, or Pav
lovian, conditioning has taken place. A regular "schedule" has been estab
lished in one's experience between phenomena of type A and phenomena 
of type B, and now one has the disposition, upon experiencing a phe
nomenon of type A, to believe that there is also a phenomenon of type 
B. Hence one has acquired a new belief disposition. It is the disposition 
to acquire belief dispositions in this manner that Reid calls the inductive 
principle. 

Vast numbers of our noninnate belief dispositions are not acquired 
in this way, however, but rather by way of what we would nowadays call 
operant conditioning, working on our native belief dispositions. In Reid's 
own thought this comes out most clearly in what he says about the credu
lity principle. It is a moot point whether the credulity disposition is pres
ent in us at birth. But very little maturation is required for it to put in 
its appearance. "The wise Author of nature," says Reid, "hath planted in 
the human mind a propensity to rely upon human testimony before we 
can give a reason for doing so. This, indeed, puts our judgment almost 
entirely in the power of those who are about us in the first period of life; 
but this is necessary both to our preservation and to our improvement. 
If children were so framed as to pay no regard to testimony or authority, 
they must, in the literal sense, perish for lack of knowledge." (Essays on 
the Intellectual Powers of Man, VI,5) 

It was Reid's view that the working of the credulity principle "is un
limited in children" (Inquiry, VI,24), in the sense that whatever a child 
apprehends someone as asserting, he believes. But shortly the principle 
begins to be "restrained and modified," as Reid puts it. What induces the 
restraint and modification is the discovery that sometimes the principle 
produces false beliefs in us. "The principle of credulity is unlimited in 
children, until they meet with instances of deceit and falsehood." (Inquiry, 
VI,24) Notice: a person's conviction that some of the beliefs produced 
in him by testimony are false does not destroy his disposition to give 
credence to testimony. Rather, it results in that disposition's becoming 
restrained and modified. The credulity principle becomes more finely 
articulated. 

We can think of this too in terms of modern conditioning theory. 
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The original, unqualified credulity principle is altered by way of operant 
conditioning. One's discovery, or conviction, that certain of one's beliefs 
thus produced are false, functions as an aversive consequence, diminish
ing to the point of extinguishing the workings of the disposition in such 
cases. That new, slightly altered disposition is then in turn submitted to 
the same sort of testing, with the person's convictions, concerning some 
of the beliefs thus produced, that they are false, again functioning as 
aversive consequences, and his independent discovery that others are true, 
functioning as reinforcing consequences, until yet another alteration takes 
place; and so on and on. Eventually the person is no longer disposed to 
believe what persons of type P speaking under conditions of type C say 
on topics of type T, whereas other sorts of testimony he is disposed to 
believe more strongly than ever (and perhaps more strongly disposed to 
believe than ever). 

I find it surprising that Reid does not emphasize that we are con
stantly acquiring new belief dispositions by the working of operant condi
tioning on our other innate belief dispositions as well, not only by its work
ing on our credulity disposition. Reid himself notes about memory that 
we tend to place more confidence in our memories the more vivid, or 
distinct, they are. But this is almost certainly a matter of learning. And 
there is much more that can be said than just this. Other things being 
equal, one learns to place more confidence in one's memories of yester
day's occurrences than of occurrences in the distant past. One learns to 
place less confidence in the details of one's memory when one was agitated 
and upset than when one was observing carefully and calmly. And so on. 
In short, gradually one learns that one's memory is reliable on certain 
sorts of matters under certain sorts of conditions, and unreliable on other 
matters or under other conditions; that modifies the belief dispositions 
attached to one's memory experiences. The revision can be seen as a selec
tive strengthening and weakening of the original disposition, weakening 
to the point of disappearance for some cases. 

The same sort of thing happens in the case of perception. When, 
as a child, r rode down a paved road on a hot summer day, r often believed 
that there was water standing on the road ahead, in the distance, because 
it definitely looked that way. Now [ no longer believe that, even when 
I am in those same circumstances. For I have learned that it looks that 
way as the consequence of heat waves rising from the pavement without 
really being that way. In general what can be said is this: our native belief 
dispositions all go through stages of increasing articulation as the result 
of our experience that some beliefs produced by these dispositions are 
false, others true. 

With this picture in mind of our belief-forming dispositions, let us 
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now look at our capacities for governing the workings of these "mecha
nisms"- in particular, at our capacities for governing their workings with 
the goal in mind of more amply getting in touch with reality. As we now 
move to this second level, we leave Reid behind. 

To a great extent it is in our power to govern the workings of our 
belief dispositions- not now to alter them, but to govern their workings. 
And often it is because it is in our power to govern their workings that 
we are culpable for our believings and our failings to believe. For one thing, 
it is often in our power to determine whether a triggering event for some 
disposition will occur. For example, it was in my power to go over and 
look at the tire; if I had, the sensations received would have triggered in 
me the belief that the tire was flat. There are also more subtle and inter
esting examples than ones like this, however. Often it is in our power to 
bring it about that we will notice something when in situations where that 
is noticeable. For example, one can set oneself, or fail to set oneself, to 
notice speed-limit signs when entering villages; and setting oneself to do 
so makes it highly likely that one will. It is for this reason that police 
officers are often right in holding us accountable for not knowing what 
the speed limit in a given village is. So too one can try, or fail to try, to 
remember something; and making an effort to remember often makes it 
much more likely that one will. For this reason one can often rightly be 
held accountable for not remembering something- for not having correct 
beliefs on a certain matter. (Strictly speaking, this last case is a case, not 
of having it in one's power to determine whether a certain belief disposi
tion will be triggered, but of having it in one's power to determine whether 
a certain belief is sustained. Believing is not an event but an enduring 
state. A full discussion of the matter would systematically distinguish be
tween factors initiating such a state and factors sustaining such a state.) 

Not only is it often in our power to determine whether a certain 
triggering event for some belief disposition will occur; likewise it is some
times in our power, even when an event does occur that characteristically 
would trigger the disposition, to determine whether or not the disposition 
will become operative. We can resolve or determine that a disposition will 
not become operative, and sometimes at least such a resolution is effec
tive. For example, one can resolve to resist the workings of one's credulity 
disposition and come to no belief as to what transpired in marital disputes 
until one has heard out both parties; in the absence of the resolution one 
would have believed the tale of the first party. Or again: one can resolve 
to resist the workings of one's memory disposition and no longer to be
lieve that what one seems to remember as having happened when one was 
in situations of great stress did in fa..:t happen. Sc, too, one can ;·~wive 
to resist the workings of one's reasoning disposition and hold no belief 
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about the size of one's .checking-account balance until one has gone over 
the figures at least twice. Obviously, repeatedly resolving to resist the op
eration of some belief disposition in certain sorts of situations may even
tually result in that disposition's being extinguished for those sorts of cases. 

The resolve to resist the activation of a belief disposition, even in 
the presence of an event which, were it not for this resolve, would trigger 
the disposition, may sometimes take the form of leaving one, not in a 
state of suspension of belief, but in a state of continuing to believe as 
one did. Suppose, for example, that a certain belief of Vern's is deeply 
embedded in the whole structure of his personality, his life-style, his ca
reer, and so on. It gives him great comfort. Or he has spent twenty years 
of work in physics on the premise that this is true. ln short, he has deep 
motivations for hanging on to this belief. Suppose that then someone comes 
along and presents him with evidence that this belief is false. It would 
seem that in some such cases it is in Vern's power to accept the evidence 
and change his mind, but equally in his power to resist changing his mind. 
That is to say, it is true not merely that in some such cases his mind is 
changed but also that in some such cases it is in his power to change his 
mind, or at least to let his mind be changed. It is in his power to acknowl
edge the force of the evidence, give up his resistance to the conclusion, 
and change his mind; but equally it is in his power to cling stubbornly 
to what he has always believed and treat the evidence as not conclusive. 10 

And now what about the case so dear to the heart of the classical 
epistemologist: the case of a person considering some proposition and 
then deciding to believe it, or to disbelieve it? Perhaps the considering 
is here unimportant. Does it ever happen that we decide to believe some
thing? Must a full picture of our belief-forming processes, and of our 
capacity to govern them, have this sort of case in mind as well? 

Perhaps so. Of course it may be that some cases of resolving to resist 
the working of some belief disposition are also cases of deciding to believe 
or not to believe so-and-so. Perhaps that is true of the last case considered, 
the case of Vern. But be that as it may, let us consider a case in which 
a resolution to resist is not in the picture. Suppose that one is a member 
of a jury and has agonized long hours over which of two conflicting wit
nesses to believe on a certain matter. May it be that eventually one decides 
to believe what one of them said and to disbelieve what the other said? 
One could have made the opposite decision, but as a matter of fact this 
is what one decides to believe. In some cases of conllicting testimony one 
just finds oneself persuaded that one witness is speaking truth and the 
other not. May it be that in other cases one decides? If so, that decision 
is probably accompanied by a decision to the effect that the evidence for 
the veracity of the one witness is slightly stronger than the evidence for 
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the veracity of the other. This would then be a second point at which 
a decision to believe occurs in such a case. 

So the full picture that emerges is something like this: we each have 
a variety of belief dispositions, some of which we share with all normal, 
mature human beings, some of which we do not; some of which we have 
as part of our native endowment, some of which are the result of one and 
another form of conditioning, and probably some of which are the result 
of having resolved to resist the workings of some native or conditioned 
disposition. In addition, we each have a variety of capacities for governing 
the workings of these dispositions. To some extent it is in our power to 
determine whether a certain (sort of) triggering event for a disposition 
will occur. And to some extent it is in our power to determine whether 
the disposition will be activated even if an event does occur which charac
teristically would activate it. Perhaps we also have the capacity in certain 
(relatively rare) circumstances to decide whether to believe something. 

It must be clearly noted that rationality, thus conceived, is in good 
measure person specific and situation specific. When I was young, there 
were things which it was rational for me to believe which now, when I 
am older, it is no longer rational for me to believe. And for a person reared 
in a traditional tribal society who never comes into contact with another 
society or culture, there will be things rational to believe which for me, 
a member of the modern Western intelligentsia, would not be rational to 
believe. Rationality of belief can only be determined in context- historical 
and social contexts, and, even more narrowly, personal context. It has long 
been the habit of philosophers to ask in abstract, nonspecific fashion 
whether it is rational to believe that God exists, whether it is rational to 
believe that there is an external world, whether it is rational to believe 
that there are other persons, and so on. Mountains of confusion have re
sulted. The proper question is always and only whether it is rational for 
this or that particular person in this or that situation, or for a person 
of this or that particular type in this or that type of situation, to believe 
so-and-so. Rationality is always situated rationality. (Some thinkers in the 
modern world seem to have concluded from the fact that a nonsituated 
theory of rationality is untenable that the concept of rationality itself must 
be discarded. They have become historicists. We have seen, and will see, 
no reason whatsoever to draw this conclusion.) 

VI 

And now it is easy to see why the theist cannot simply dismiss out 
of hand the charge that his theistic convictions are nonrational. Nonra-
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tionality in one's beliefs is the sure sign that some of one's obligations 
have been violated. Accordingly, a person cannot meet the charge that 
one of his beliefs is nonrational by announcing that he has chosen not 
to live by the canons of rationality, anymore than he can meet the charge 
that he has acted immorally by announcing that he has chosen not to 
live by moral. obligations. He can meet it only by contesting the charge. 

There is yet a deeper reason why the theist, at least if he is a Chris
tian, Jew, or Muslim, cannot just dismiss out of hand the demands of 
rationality. Such a person will always perceive our human obligations as 
related, in one way or another, to the will of God. God wills that we do 
what we ought to do. When a theist believes nonrationally, he acts in viola
tion of the will of the very God in whom he believes- unless it be the 
case that there are extenuating circumstances. 

However, it is also easy to see now that the charge lodged against 
the theist, that he holds his theistic convictions nonrationally, is not a 
decisive charge, in the sense that it does not follow from the nonrationali
ty of the belief that he ought to give up believing that. We can see, in 
short, that one of the two principal components in the evidentialist challenge 
to theistic conviction is untenable. 

The most obvious, and perhaps least important, point to make here 
is that what grounds the nonrationality of some beliefs is not what is be
lieved but how it is believed: it is believed with the wrong degree of firm
ness. Hence, from being told that someone holds some one of his beliefs 
nonrationally one cannot infer that he ought not to believe that. 

But second, the nonrationality of a belief- as, following Locke, we 
have conceived it- results from the fact that one has not done as well 
as one ought to have done in governing one's belief-forming "mechanisms" 
toward the goal of getting more amply in touch with reality. But as we 
have already seen, one can presumably conduct such governance with other 
goals in mind; and perhaps with respect to such alternative governance 
there are also obligations. If so, it may well be that though a given belief 
represents inadequate governance with respect to the goal of getting more 
amply in touch with reality and is, accordingly, a nonrational belief, it 
represents adequate governance with respect to some other goal. Further, 
it may well be that governance with respect to that other goal has priority 
over governance with respect to getting more amply in touch with reality. 
We in the West for several centuries now have assumed that nothing could 
take priority in belief governance over our obligation to expand our hold 
on truth and to avoid or eliminate falsehood in our beliefs. It is difficult 
to perceive, though, what defense could be given for this. And if the as
sumption is in fact false, then here is a second way in whici• ii may come 
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about that a person is permitted to believe something that is not rational 
for him to believe. Maybe in some cases it is even true that he ought to 
believe it in spite of its nonrationality. 

Lastly, there is more to life than governing aright the what and the 
how of one's assent-and so too there is more to life's obligations than 
the obligation to govern aright one's belief-forming "mechanisms." Some
times these other obligations of life take precedence over those governance 
obligations, again with the result that one is permitted to believe some
thing that is not rational to believe. Perhaps I did not calculate my bank 
account figures carefully enough for me to believe rationally that the bal
ance is $53.09. But perhaps I had to choose between spending more time 
calculating and taking my son to see the Phillies play in the World Series. 
In this conflict of obligations I may have made the right decision, to calcu
late quickly and go off to the game. Our obligation to govern our assent 
aright often takes time to carry out, and sometimes the time taken is wrongly 
taken from the time needed to carry out some other obligation. For this 
reason, too, from the fact that someone holds a belief nonrationa1ly it 
does not in general follow that he ought not to hold it. 

When we speak of a person as justified in holding some belief, often, 
perhaps always, what we mean is that the person is permitted to hold that 
belief. So another way of putting the point above is that a person may 
be justified in holding a belief even though he does not hold it rationally. 
What is true, of course, is that if a person holds a belief rationally, then 
other things being equal, he is justified in holding it- or to put the same 
point in other words, then he is prima facie justified in holding it. But 
other things may not be equal, with the result that though he holds it 
rationally, he is nonetheless not justified in holding it. It will sometimes 
be convenient in what follows to say of the person who believes some propo
sition rationally that he is rationally justified in holding it- from which 
it does not follow that he is justified tout court in holding it. 

Now that we have introduced the word "justified" into our discus
sion, a few cautions should be sounded. For one thing, being justified 
in one's belief that so-and-so is different from justifying one's belief that 
so-and-so. To be justified in believing that so-and-so is to be in a certain 
state. To justify one's belief that so-and-so is to perform a certain action. 
Most of the beliefs we are justified in holding are such that we never jus
tify them- never even attempt to do so. Probably most are such that we 
could not do so- depending, of course, on the standards adopted for suc
cess in performing the action of justifying. 

Second, we speak sometimes of one proposition justifying another, 
but that too is a different matter. One proposition justifies another when 
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it is good evidence for the other. But justification, on the concept I am 
using, is not a relation between propositions. It is a relation between a 
person and some one of his believings. 

Last, an unjustified belief of a person is, not one that he ought to 
give up, but one that he ought not to have had. Thinkably, now that he 
has it, he cannot give it up. Similarly, the immoral act is not the act that 
the person ought to undo, nor, always, the act that the person ought to 
cease doing. It is the act that the person ought not to have done. 

VII 

Up to this point we have been trying to get before us, as clearly as 
possible, that concept of rational belief which is characteristically used 
in the evidentialist objection to theistic conviction. It is not at all an idio
syncratic concept. Though no doubt there are other concepts attached 
to our English word "rational," there can be little doubt that this is one 
of them. It is time now that we move to the second stage of our project
that of trying to formulate a criterion for the correct application of this 
con<. ~pt. 

Given our discussion thus far, we can now put somewhat more pre
cisely the contention of the evidentialist. His claim is that theistic con
viction, to be rational, must be arrived at, or at least reinforced, by the 
process of inference. Each of us has a wide variety of belief dispositions, 
innate and learned. From this whole array the evidentialist picks out the 
inference mechanism as that which must evoke or reinforce theistic con
viction if it is to be rational. Only that will do. And of course he adds 
that the premises from which the inference proceeds must in fact provide 
adequate evidence for the conclusion. 

This provocative contention raises all sorts of questions as to which 
sorts of beliefs may serve as premises for the inferences. What sorts of 
propositions are candidates for evidence? With respect to which sorts of 
propositions must theistic beliefs be evident? Obviously theistic proposi
tions are themselves not eligible. Which ones are? These questions pose 
many interesting issues, some of which are explored by Plantinga in his 
essay in this volume. For our purposes we can set them off to the side. 
For we wish to test evidentialism by matching it up against a criterion 
for rational belief. 

The criterion I propose will actually be a criterion for a somewhat 
narrower concept than that of rationality 'ls thus far delineated. Here I 
shall not at all attempt to specify conditions for permissible }irmness of 
conviction. I will attempt only to specify conditions for rationally accept-
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ing a proposition at all. We are looking simply for the justifying circum
stances for the acceptance of propositions. 

A criterion which has recently entered the arena of philosophical 
discussion, after the collapse of classical foundationalism, is that of re
liabilism. Reliabilism says, roughly, that a given belief of a person is ra
tionally justified if and only if that belief was produced or is sustained 
in him by a reliable process or mechanism. Just as some thermometers 
are reliable and some unreliable, so too some belief-producing and belief
reinforcing mechanisms are reliable and some unreliable. Our rationally 
justified beliefs are those produced or reinforced by the reliable mecha
nisms. Here is how Alvin Goldman, one of the first proponents of the 
theory, states its basic contention: 

Granted that principles of justified belief must make reference to 
causes of belief, what kinds of causes confer justifiedness? We can 
gain insight into this problem by reviewing some faulty processes 
of belief-formation, i.e., processes whose belief-outputs would be 
classed as unjustified. Here are some examples: confused reasoning, 
wishful thinking, reliance on emotional attachment, mere hunch or 
guesswork, and hasty generalization. What do these faulty processes 
have in common? They share the feature of unreliability: they tend 
to produce error a large proportion of the time. By contrast, which 
species of belief-forming (or belief-sustaining) processes are intui
tively justification-conferring? They include standard perceptual pro
cesses, remembering, good reasoning, and introspection. What these 
processes seem to have in common is reliability: the beliefs they pro
duce are generally true. My positive proposal, then, is this. The jus
tificational status of a belief is a function of the reliability of the 
process or processes that cause it, where (as a first approximation) 
reliability consists in the tendency of a process to produce beliefs 
that are true rather than false. 11 

One thing to be kept in mind in reflecting on this theory is that it 
is not fully accurate to speak simply of reliable and unreliable mecha
nisms. The situation is rather that a given mechanism is reliable under 
certain conditions and for certain ranges of inputs and outputs and is 
unreliable under other conditions and for other input ranges and output 
ranges. Another thing to be kept in mind is that a mechanism which has 
produced mainly truth under certain conditions and for certain ranges 
of inputs and outputs is not yet, thereby, a reliable mechanism with re
spect to such conditions and ranges. For it may be that though it is unreli
able for such coaditions and 1anges, yet, as luck would have it, when it 
did in fact operate under those conditions and within those ranges, it pro-
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duced mainly truth. The mechanism which is genuinely reliable for given 
circumstances and ranges is the one which would produce mainly truth 
under such circumstances and for such ranges. Reliability is an implicitly 
counterfactual concept. 

Perhaps the main challenge facing the reliabilist in the articulation 
of his theory is that it is not the least bit evident how we are to pick out 
the mechanism which produced a certain belief- indeed, it is not the least 
bit evident that in general there is such a thing as the mechanism. What, 
for example, is the mechanism in the case of the child in the primitive 
tribe who believes something on the say-so of his elders? Is it that of believ
ing something on the say-so of someone else? Of believing something on 
the say-so of one's elders? Or believing something on the say-so of those 
elders? If the reliabilist theory is to be applicable, we must be told how, 
for a given belief, we are to pick out the mechanism that we are to scruti
nize for reliability, and how we are to select the sort of conditions, and 
the input/output ranges, with respect to which that mechanism would have 
to yield mainly truth for the belief to be rationally justified. I understate 
the point when I say that this is a daunting challenge. 

But even without that challenge having been met, I think it can be 
seen, relying on our ordinary intuitive notion of these matters, that re
liabilism, no matter how formulated, will not be a correct criterion of 
rational belief. In the first place, though it is true that a good many more 
of the beliefs that we intuitively feel to be rationally justified will turn 
out justified on this criterion than on the criterion of classic founda
tionalism, nonetheless, the criterion is still too constrictive. For there are 
unreliable mechanisms which yield rationally justified beliefs. Suppose, 
for example, that some belief is produced by an unreliable mechanism, 
but the agent has no good reason to believe it unreliable- and, more strongly 
yet, has adequate reason to believe that it was produced by a reliable mecha
nism. Whatever instructions the reliabilists eventually give us, telling us 
which mechanisms under which circumstances we are here to check out 
for reliability, it seems possible that such a situation would arise. And 
if it does, is not the person in whom that unreliable process produces that 
belief rationally justified in thus believing? Is he not doing as well in the 
use of his belief-governing capacities, toward the goal of getting more amply 
in touch with reality, as can rightly be demanded of him? If a scientist 
develops an instrument for acquiring certain information, and if all the 
evidence available to him points to the reliability of that instrument, even 
though it is in fact unreliable, is he not rationally justified in believing 
the deliverances of that instrument? Was he anywhere remiss in the use 
of his assent-regulating capacities? What more could rightly have been 
demanded of him? 
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Just as there can be rationally justified beliefs produced by unreli
able mechanisms, so too there can be rationally unjustified beliefs pro
duced by reliable mechanisms. Suppose that some belief of some person 
is produced by a reliable mechanism, but all the evidence available to the 
person points to the conclusion that it is unreliable. Suppose, in fact, that 
the evidence is so strong that the person would be rationally unjustified 
in believing the mechanism reliable. It would seem that such a situation 
could in fact arise; if it did, the person would not be rational in continuing 
to believe the deliverances of that reliable mechanism. Perhaps the case 
is just the reverse of that considered in the preceding paragraph: A scien
tist has developed an instrument for obtaining information on certain mat
ters, but on the evidence available to him, the results are largely in error. 
In fact, however, they are highly accurate- something which is not discov
ered until, say, fifty years later. If the scientist, against the evidence for 
his discovery's unreliability, nonetheless continues to believe its deliver
ances, surely he is rationally unjustified in his belief. 

Last, suppose that some belief is produced and sustained in a person 
by a reliable process, but in this particular case the person has adequate 
evidence that the belief is false-not evidence that the process producing 
it is in general unreliable, just evidence that in this particular case the 
belief produced is false. Surely in this case too the person would not be 
rational in believing what was in fact reliably produced. And there can 
be such cases: I may believe something on the say-so of what I know to 
be a thoroughly reliable authority; nonetheless, I may acquire evidence 
that in this particular case what I thereby came to believe was mistaken. 
If so, I ought to give up my belief. (This would be a case in which one 
reliable process yields the belief Bp, and another the belief Bnot-p.) If 
I fail to do so, I would not be using my belief-governing capacities as 
well as can rightly be demanded of me. 

For these reasons, reliabilism is incapable of filling the void left by 
the demise of classic foundationalism. 12 

As I now propose to offer my own criterion for rationally justified 
belief, we must keep clearly in mind the project on which we are engaged. 
Our project is not to give advice to the person who is wondering whether 
to believe a certain proposition or whether to keep himself from believing 
it. Rather we are looking at the person who already has an array of beliefs, 
so as to give him and others a criterion for picking out those which it 
is rational for him to hold from those which are not. We are after, not 
rules for the direction of the mind, but a criterion for separating one's 
rational beliefs from one's nonrational beliefs. 

At the outset a few words should be said about the "ought implies 
can" principle in its application to beliefs. A rather natural formulation 
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of this principle is that if it is not in a person's power at a given time 
to cease from believing a certain proposition, then he is rationally justified 
in believing that proposition. But probably most beliefs are of this sort; 
I cannot just up and decide to believe that I am not now awake. On the 
other hand, most of the beliefs a person has at a given time are such that 
there are some things he could have done such that if he had done them, 
he would not then have the belief. And sometimes these are things he 
should have done. Exactly when they are that is by no means easy to say, 
however. 

The connection between beliefs, volition, and justification is a large 
dark area, and it would seriously distract me from my main purpose here 
to enter that area so as to be able to say exactly what the "ought implies 
can" principle comes to in the area of belief. I think we all feel intuitively 
that it does come to something. But what exactly that something is, is 
surely going to prove difficult to say. Let us suppose, though, that some 
explanation of "could not have" is possible, and let us suppose that some 
qualifications can be added, so that it turns out true that if a person could 
not have refrained from believingp, then he is rationally justified in believ
ing p. Let us then call any belief of a person which, in that sense and 
with those qualifications, is one he could not have refrained from believ
ing an ineluctable belief of his. And let us call the remainder of his beliefs 
his eluctable beliefs. My concern here will be to formulate a criterion for 
rationally justified eluctable beliefs. 

One way to get hold of the central contention of the criterion I wish 
to propose is to note the structure of the objections I have lodged against 
the reliabilist criterion. The objections were of this sort: If a person has 
adequate reason to cease from some one of his beliefs, then he is rationally 
unjustified in holding it even if it was produced in him by a reliable pro
cess. And if a person lacks adequate reason to cease from some one of 
his beliefs, then he is rationally justified in holding it even if it was produc
ed in him by an unreliable process. The phenomenon of adequate reason 
to cease believing was central in my objections. I suggest that this 
phenomenon is in fact the central determinant of rationality in beliefs. 

Another way to get hold of the theory's central contention is to re
turn to something that Reid said. It will be remembered that Reid thought 
that there is in all of us a credulity disposition- a disposition to believe 
what we apprehend people as telling us. At first, on Reid's view, this dis
position is undifferentiated and unarticulated- as children we believe what
ever we apprehend anyone as telling us. But gradually we discover that 
what certain sorts of people tell us on certain sorts of topics is false. What 
the rational person then does, says Reid, is resolve to resist the workings 
of the credulity principle in such cases and no longer accept such testi
mony. (Eventually this results in the disposition itself being modified.) 
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Says Reid: "when our faculties ripen, we find reason to check that propen
sity to yield to testimony and to authority, which was so necessary and 
so natural in the first period of life. We learn to reason about the regard 
due to them, and see it to be a childish weakness to lay more stress upon 
them than reason justifies." (Essays on the Intellectual Powers, VI,5) 

Thus it is Reid's view that we are prima facie justified in accepting 
the deliverances of the credulity disposition until such time as we have 
adequate reason in specific cases to believe the deliverances false, or until 
such time as we have adequate reason to believe the deliverances unreliable 
for certain types of cases. Our situation is not that to be rationally justi
fied in accepting the deliverances of the credulity disposition we need 
evidence in favor of its reliability. Rather, we are rationally justified in 
accepting its deliverances until such time as we have evidence of its un
reliability for certain types of cases. The deliverances of our credulity dis
position are innocent until proved guilty, not guilty until proved innocent. 

So, I suggest, it is in general- with one important exception to be 
mentioned shortly. A person is rationally justified in believing a certain 
proposition which he does believe unless he has adequate reason to cease 
from believing it. Our beliefs are rational unless we have reason for refrain
ing; they are not nonrational unless we have reason for believing. They 
are innocent until proved guilty, not guilty until proved innocent. If a per
son does not have adequate reason to refrain from some belief of his, 
what could possibly oblige him to give it up? Conversely, if he surrenders 
some belief of his as soon as he has adequate reason to do so, what more 
can rightly be demanded of him? Is he not then using the capacities he 
has for governing his beliefs, with the goal of getting more amply in touch 
with reality, as well as can rightly be demanded of him? 

The exception to which I alluded was this: Suppose that someone 
has undertaken to alter some native belief disposition, or to cultivate some 
new belief disposition, for perverse reasons, or for reasons having nothing 
to do with getting in touch with reality. The extent to which such under
takings, such resolutions, can be successful seems to me severely limited. 
But no doubt they sometimes have their effect. For example, it may well 
be that if some person undertakes to disbelieve everything another says, 
not because of his experience that what the other says is often false, but 
rather because of his hostility to that person, this will eventually result 
in his granting the speech of that person less credibility than otherwise 
he would-and less than he ought. 

Above I affirmed the innocent-until-proved-guilty principle for be
liefs. Here we are dealing with noninnocent belief dispositions. And it 
seems evident that the outcomes of a noninnocent disposition should not 
be accorded the honor of innocence until their guilt has been proved. 

I suggest that, from the standpoint of rationality and its governing 
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goal of getting in touch with reality, the only acceptable reason for under
taking to revise one of one's belief dispositions is that one justifiably be
lieves it to be ·unreliable. (It is to be remembered here that many of our 
belief dispositions get revised by conditioning; we do not undertake to 
revise them.) If one undertakes to revise it for some other reason, and 
succeeds, then the disposition; with respect to the points of revision, is 
no longer innocent with respect to rationality. It has been culpably revised. 
Now if a given belief is produced by a culpably revised disposition, and 
solely by such a disposition, then it is not a belief rationally held. Cor
respondingly, if a person's not believing something in a certain situation 
is due to the working, or the nonworking, of a culpably revised disposi
tion, then his not-believing is not rational. 

The innocent-until-proved-guilty principle which I have affirmed for 
beliefs must be understood as applying just to those not produced by 
culpably revised dispositions. A person may well find himself in the situa
tion where he does not have adequate reason to surrender a belief pro
duced by a culp.ably revised disposition. Nonetheless the belief is not held 
rationally, for the disposition producing it was not innocent on this matter. 

What we have so far then is this: 

(I) A person S is rational in his eluctablc and innocently produced 
belief Bp if and only if S believes p, and it is not the case that 
S has adequate reason to cease from believing p. 

Rationality in one's beliefs does not await one's believing them on the 
basis of adequate reasons. Nonetheless, the phenomenon of having rea
sons does play a central and indispensable role in rationality- a rationality
removing role. 

But formula (I) is only a first approximation. A number of revisions 
are necessary before we have a satisfactory criterion. First, though, an 
explanation is necessary of what I have in mind by "adequate reason." 
Perhaps it can rightly be said of a person who has the belief that he feels 
dizzy that he has a reason for that belief- namely, his feeling dizzy. In 
that case his reason would be a particular event. Perhaps, too, it can rightly 
be said of a person who believes that he is seeing a red car, in an ordinary 
case of perception, that he has a reason for this belief -namely, its seem
ing to him that he is seeing a red car (that is, his having a red-car-seeing 
experience). In this case, too, his reason would be a particular event. In 
short, sometimes the reason for a belief of ours may'be the event which 
caused the belief (the event which triggered the operative disposition). 

But when here I speak of "reason," that is not what I have in mind. 
I do not mean the disposition-triggering event. What I 1nean by "reason" 
is to be explained by reference to the workings of Reid's reasoning disposi-
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tion. Sometimes what accounts for our believing some proposition p is 
that we believed some other proposition q which we judged to be good 
evidence for p. When that occurs, I shall say that the person believes p 
for a reason. And the reason is just the already believed proposition q. 13 

Someone believes p for an adequate reason, then, if he believes p for a 
reason, if that reason is evidential support for p, and if the conjunction 
of that reason with the other things S believes that are relevant to p is 
also evidential support for p. And last, a person has an adequate reason 
for believing p if there is some proposition q which he believes such that 
if he believed p for the reason that q, he would believe it for an adequate 
reason. 

It is to be noted that whether a person's belief that q provides him 
with an adequate reason for his believing p depends, in general, on the 
other beliefs that person has. Accordingly, it is never strictly speaking true 
that the reason on the basis of which he believes p justifies him in believing 
p; by itself it does not do that. Suppose, for example, that I believe my 
brother is on campus, and I do not believe I have ever seen or heard of 
a close look-alike to him. If I now believe that my brother is standing 
in the courtyard outside my office, and believe this for the reason that 
I see someone who looks just like him standing out there, I might very 
well be rationally justified in my belief. The belief that I see someone 
who looks just like my brother standing out there might be an adequate 
reason for believing that my brother is in the courtyard. But suppose now 
that in additioq to all those beliefs I also have the belief that my brother 
is sitting with me in my office engaged in conversation with me. Then 
my belief that I see someone who looks just like my brother standing out 
there in the courtyard would not be adequate reason for believing that 
he is in the courtyard. If I believed the latter proposition for the reason 
that the former is true, I would not thereby be rationally justified in believ
ing that latter proposition. 

Let us return now to that initial approximation, formula (I). I said 
that a person is rational in holding some belief of his if and only if it is 
not the case that among his beliefs there is adequate reason for him to 
cease from that belief. But this will not quite do. For suppose that though 
S does not have adequate reason to not believe p, he ought to have. The 
fact that within the totality of his beliefs there is not to be found adequate 
reason for him to cease from believing p is a fact which itself marks a 
failure to govern his assent as well as can rightly be demanded of him. 
For example, perhaps his not having adequate reason to cease from be
lieving p is due to the fact that his calculations were done very hastily, 
when he knows that they were done hasti:y, knows that hasty calculation 
is a most unreliable method of arriving at truth, and had it in his power 
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to be less hasty. As a second approximation to a satisfactory criterion 
we can say this: 

(II) A person Sis rational in his eluctable and innocently produced 
belief Bp if and only if S believes p, and S neither has nor ought 
to have adequate reason to cease from believing p. 

This revision of our initial formulation was made in the light of the 
conviction that sometimes a person ought to have adequate reason to give 
up some one of his beliefs when in fact he does not. But may it not some
times be that the converse is true? May it not sometimes be that a person 
has adequate reason to cease from some one of his beliefs, when in fact 
he ought not to have? Suppose that the totality of his beliefs does contain 
adequate reason to cease from believing p, but suppose that some of those 
beliefs he ought not to have. He has them only in violation of his rational 
responsibilities. If that were altered, the totality of his beliefs would no 
longer constitute adequate reason to cease from believing p. Surely a per
son in such a situation is in fact justified in believing p. 

The point is correct, but no emendation is required. For by defini
tion if S has adequate reason for believing p, then within the totality of 
what he believes there are certain propositions such that if he believed 
p on the basis of those, his doing so would place him in a prima facie 
justifying circumstance with respect to his belief Bp. But if he is not prima 
facie justified in believing those, then his believingp on their basis cannot 
make him prima facie justified in believingp. Or so at least I shall assume. 
I shall assume that a person's believing p on the basis of q makes him 
prima facie justified in believing p only if he is prima facie justified in 
believing q. If a person is not justified in holding some one of his beliefs, 
that defect is passed on to the third and fourth generations of tliose beliefs 
that he holds on the basis of that one. 14 

But there are other reasons for revising our formula (II). In making 
the revisions we shall have to take a fateful step whose full significance 
will not become evident until later, in section IX. 

VIII 

Consider the case in which a person has adequate reason to cease 
from believing p but does not realize that he does. This sort of case comes 
in two versions. It may be that in failing to realize that he has adequate 
reason to c~ase from believing p, he has failed to use his belief-governing 
capacities as well as can rightly be demanded of him. There it is- right 
before his eyes. But he does not realize it. And his failure to realize it 
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is due to inexcusable absent-mindedness on his part, or haste, or whatever. 
On the other hand, his failure to realize the nature of his situation may 
be wholly excusable. The fact that among his beliefs there is adequate 
reason to cease from believing p may be so subtle, or the connections so 
hard to grasp, that he could not rightly be expected to have noticed it. 

It is obvious that these two sorts of cases must be treated differently. 
The latter leaves his justification in believing p unaffected; the former 
does not. So a third approximation to our desired criterion can be formu
lated as follows: 

(III) A person S is rational in some eluctable and innocently pro
duced belief Bp of his if and only if S does believe p, and either: 
(i) S neither has nor ought to have adequate reason to cease 

from believing p, or 
(ii) S does have adequate reason to cease from believing p but 

does not realize that he does, and is rationally justified in 
that. 

One more qualification is required to reach our final formulation. 
Suppose a person believes p, and in addition holds the belief, caiJ it C, 
that his other beliefs provide adequate reason for him to cease from believ
ing p. Suppose also that he is mistaken in that belief C. What does this 
do to the epistemic status of his belief that p? 

Note that this type of case comes in three varieties: 

(i) The person is mistaken and rationally unjustified in the belief 
C. The belief C is not rationally permissible for him. 

(ii) The person is mistaken but rationally justified in the belief C. 
It is rationally permissible for him to believe C. But it is not 
rationally obligatory that he believe it. It is rationally permis
sible for him not to believe it. 

(iii) The person is mistaken in the belief C but would not be ration
ally justified in ceasing from holding C. It is rationally obligatory 
that he hold it. 

It is obvious that case (i) leaves the status of the belief Bp unmodi
fied. A person's believing that he has adequate reason to cease from believ
ing p, when in so believing he is violating his duties of rationality, does 
not remove rational justification from his belief that p. 

It is not so clear what is to be said about case (ii). We are to suppose 
that a person believes p but also happens to hold the belief C that his 
other beliefs constitute adequate reason to cease from beb.:ving p. And 
we are to suppose that he is mistaken, though rational, in that upper-level 



168 NICHOLAS WoLTERSIDRFF 

belief -rationally permitted to hold it, though not obliged to do so. What 
is permitted of him in this situation? 

Ought he to give up his belief that p, a belief which he would be 
fully rational in holding if he did not also have the belief that he has ade
quate reason to cease from holding it? Does his permissibly, though mis
takenly, having that upper-level belief C that his believing pis nonrational 
put him in the situation where he is no longer rational in holding Bp? 
Well, why would it do that? Why is it not equally permissible for him 
to go the other way and surrender that upper-level belief of his? What 
reason indeed would there be for his being obliged to go one way rather 
than the other? 

Does that mean, then, that he is permitted to go either way? And 
what about the possibility that he is permitted to continue to believe both? 11 

Without decisively resolving the issue, let me assume for our purposes 
here that it is permissible for him to hang on to his belief that p -leaving 
open the issue of whether this is permissible only if he surrenders the upper
level belief that pis not held rationally. There will be no great difficulty 
in revising our criterion as necessary if this assumption proves incorrect. 

Case (iii) clearly does alter the epistemic status of believing p, how
ever. If the person is not only justified in believing but also rationally 
obliged to believe that his other beliefs constitute adequate reason to cease 
from believing p, then he has but one choice: to give up his belief that p. 

Our criterion then becomes this: 

(IV) A personS is rational in his eluctable and innocently produced 
belief Bp if and only if S does believe p, and either: 
(i) S neither has nor ought to have adequate reason to cease 

from believing p, and is not rationally obliged to believe 
that he does have adequate reason to cease; or 

(ii) S does have adequate reason to cease from believing p but 
does not realize that he does, and is rationally justified in 
that. 16 

My central thesis, now, is this: Swill have done as well as can rightly 
be demanded of him in the use of his belief-governing capacities toward 
the goal of getting more amply in touch with reality if and only if all 
of his beliefs are innocently produced and none of those is nonrational 
on this criterion. 17 

Throughout I have been assuming that we are rational and noma
tiona! not only in our believings but also in our no/ believings. The crite
rion for rationally not believing is wholly parallel to that for rationally 
believing: 
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(V) A person S is rational in an eluctable and innocently produced 
case of not believing p if and only if S does not believe p, and 
either: 
(i) S neither has nor ought to have adequate reason to believe 

p, and is not rationally obliged to believe that he does have 
adequate reason to believe p; or 

(ii) S does have adequate reason to believe p but does not realize 
that he does, and is rationally justified in that. 

IX 

The criterion I have offered for rationality in beliefs openly and un
abashedly makes use of normative concepts in its formulation. Indeed, 
it makes use of the very same normative concept for whose application 
it is a criterion. Accordingly, to understand the criterion one must already 
grasp the concept, and to apply the criterion one must already know how 
to apply the concept. These features of our criterion will give some readers 
pause in accepting it. They will feel that what is wanted out of a criterion 
has not been achieved. 

When one's goal is to introduce a concept to someone, then of course 
one must avoid using the concept in one's introduction. That has not been 
my aim here. I have presumed that we already have the concept of being 
rational, of being rationally justified in one's beliefs. Earlier in my discus
sion I made some clarifying comments about that concept, pointing out 
its connection to responsibilities, in that way trying to make as clear as 
possible which concept I had in mind. My hope was that thereby the reader 
either would acquire the concept or would acquire a clearer view of a con
cept which already he had. Here in this section my goal has been to for
mulate a criterion for the application of this concept that the reader al
ready has in mind. It is true, of course, that in trying to formulate a 
criterion for the application of a normative or evaluative concept one may 
set as one's goal to make use of no normative or evaluative concepts. That 
has not been my goal. My goal has simply been to find a criterion which 
is correct and illuminating. Whether or not the criterion itself makes use 
of the concept for whose application it is a criterion is, in principle, irrele
vant to that goal. A criterion which does not make use of the concept 
may prove unilluminating; a criterion which does make use of the concept 
may prove illuminating. 

In that it uses the very concept for which it is a criterion, my crite
rion 1s similar to the now customary way of thinking of necessity: It is 
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said that a necessarily true (that is, not-possibly-false) proposition is one 
which is true in all possible worlds. But no one supposes that this formula 
can be used to introduce the concept of necessity to someone who lacks 
it; its circularity makes it useless for that purpose. Furthermore, to apply 
this formula for the not-possibly-false proposition, one must already be 
able to apply the concept of possibility. Nonetheless, it is evident from 
the philosophical literature of the last decade and a half that this way 
of thinking about necessity and possibility has proved extraordinarily il
luminating. I intend my criterion to function in a similar way: namely, 
to provide us with an illuminating way of thinking about rationality and 
its conditions. 

It may be added that reliabilist and foundationalist criteria, if they 
are to come anywhere near being satisfactory, must also make use of some 
normative concept. Consider, for example, the reliabilist criterion: S is 
justified in his belief Bp if and only if S does believe p, and Bp was pro
duced (or is sustained) inS by a reliable mechanism. Suppose that though 
Bp was not produced inS by a reliable mechanism, nonetheless S believes 
that it was and is rationally justified in that belief. Surely then S would 
be rational in believing p. Suppose, conversely, that Bp was produced in 
S by a reliable mechanism, but S ought to believe it was produced by an 
unreliable mechanism. Surely S is then not rational in believing p. 

Or consider the criterion of the classic foundationalist. Suppose that 
S believes p on the basis of certain incorrigible and self-evident beliefs 
of his. And suppose that though these beliefs do not provide adequate 
evidence for p, nonetheless S believes they do and is rationally justified 
in that. Surely then Sis rational in believing p. Suppose, conversely, that 
those basic beliefs do provide adequate evidence for p, but S ought to 
believe they do not. Surely then S is not rational in believing p. 

I conclude that any satisfactory criterion for rational belief will have 
to be not only a noetic criterion, making explicit or tacit reference to the 
beliefs of the person but also a normative noetic criterion, making explicit 
or tacit use of of some such normative concept as that of justification 
or obligation. In recognition of these facts the criterion I have offered 
not only takes the phenomenon of not having adequate reason to sur
render one's belief as the key phenomenon determining rationality;.it adds 
to this an explicitly noetic-normative component. 

X 

Let nu! cummeni briefly on a few other features of the criterion. 
(I) The criterion does not assist us in sorting out adequate from in-
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adequate reasons for refraining from beliefs. If at a certain point one is 
uncertain as to how to make this discrimination, the criterion will not 
help to resolve that uncertainty; it will not instruct one to resolve it in 
a certain way. In that respect the criterion is purely formal. But of course 
the criterion as a whole is not purely formal. It tells us what relation must 
obtain between a person and some one of his beliefs for him to be rational 
in holding that belief. In that way it tells us what to look for when trying 
to determine whether a certain belief of a certain person is rational. Begin, 
it says, by scrutinizing that person's beliefs to see whether they contain 
adequate reason for him to give up the belief in question. This is different 
from what the reliabilist would say, and different from what the classic 
foundationalist would say. 

It would seem that an adequate reason to surrender a certain belief 
will always be of one or the other of two sorts: It will be evidence that 
the proposition believed is false or evidence that the disposition which 
produced the belief is unreliable (for that sort of triggering event, and 
that sort of outcome, under such circumstances). 18 If that is so, then the 
next step to take in fleshing out this criterion is to develop a theory of 
evidence and a theory of reliable belief-producing dispositions. (Inciden
tally, if it is true that adequate reasons to cease from a belief often consist 
of evidence that the disposition accounting for the belief is unreliable, 
then the reliabilist was on the right track in suggesting that rational justifica
tion in beliefs has something to do with reliability of belief-producing 
mechanisms. What it has to do with it, however, is different from what 
he thought.) 

(2) Given its "innocent-until-proved-guilty" posture, the criterion does 
not say that only those beliefs which a person holds for reasons are ones 
which he is rational in holding. Beliefs are induced in us by a variety of 
dispositions; rationality does not attach only to those produced by our 
reasoning-disposition. Nonetheless, it may well be the case that many of 
our beliefs are such that we are not rational in holding them unless we 
do so for reasons. We must not allow our conviction that this is not true 
of all beliefs to lead us into supposing that it is true of none. 

(3) On the criterion I have offered, a person is rationally justified 
in all his beliefs until such time as he has acquired certain conceptual 
equipment and the ability to make use of that equipment. Before that 
time his system of beliefs may lack a variety of merits, but until, for exam
ple, he has grasped (or ought to have grasped) the concept of a reason, 
he is doing as well in governing his believings as can rightly be demanded 
of him. Accordingly, there is probably a time in the life of each child when 
he is rationally justified in all his beiiefs. Increase in knowledge makes 
noetic sin possible. 19 
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(4) The criterion offered is clearly not a foundationaJist criterion. 
Fundamental to the foundationalist's vision of the structure of rational 
belief is the distinction between immediate beliefs and mediate beliefs. 
As the reader will have surmised, I judge this to be a tenable distinction. 
And for many purposes it is an important distinction to have in mind. 
Traditional theories of justified belief and of knowledge, traditional dis
putes betweeh skeptics and antiskeptics- these often cannot be understood 
without an understanding of the immediate/mediate distinction. But for 
a criterion of rational belief the distinction proves otiose. The criterion 
I have offered is a unified criterion, applying in the same way to mediate 
and immediate beliefs alike. 

Is it then a coherence criterion? Yes, perhaps so. In the central place 
that it gives to the phenomenon of no adequate reason to surrender one's 
belief it is an example of what John Pollock has called "negative coher
ence theories." However, in its incorporation of a normative component 
it goes beyond traditional coherence theories. Perhaps the time has come 
for us to discard the supposition that the foundationalist/coherentist di
chotomy is an illuminating principle of classification. 

XI 

Frequently an objection of the following sort is lodged against the 
criterion I have proposed. Suppose a person takes a fancy to a proposition 
and just up and believes it. Suppose, further, that he neither has nor ought 
to have any adequate reason to give up that proposition. Then by our 
criterion he is rational in his belief. But surely he is not. 

The truth is that by our criterion he most assuredly is not rational 
in his belief. The "mechanism" operative in this imaginary case- one may 
well doubt whether there really is any such "mechanism" and whether any
body really can believe in this fashion, but let that pass- the "mechanism" 
operative is that of believing what one takes a fancy to. But certainly any 
normal adult human being not only ought to know but also does know 
that this is a most unreliable "mechanism" of belief formation. Knowing 
that, he has a very adequate reason indeed for giving up that belief. 

XII 

Our Reidian approach to epistemology downplays the significance 
of reasoning. Reasoning is but one among many modes of belief forma
tion. And it is not unique in producing rationally held beliefs. Other 
"mechanisms" of belief formation produce rational beliefs as well. 
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Yet in spite of this, reasons occupy a central role in the criterion 
I have offered. Is there not some oddity, some discrepancy, in this? Granted 
that having reasons is not the same as reasoning. But they are not un
related. How does down playing the role of reasoning fit with emphasizing 
the role of having reasons? 

Well, suppose one wants to dislodge some belief that someone has
perhaps the person just took something on someone else's say-so which 
one believes to be false. How might one proceed? If it is a matter whose 
truth can be determined by perception, one might do what one can to 
put the person in the situation where he himself can determine by percep
tion the truth of the matter. Upon being put in that situation, the person 
might very well believe the testimony of his senses over the testimony of 
that other person. He may be so made or conditioned that the perceptual 
disposition (coupled with the disposition to "see" that the deliverance of 
the perceptual disposition is in conflict with the deliverance of the credu
lity disposition) operates more powerfully than the credulity disposition. 
A hierarchy in the strength of these dispositions would operate in such 
a case. 

Depending on the case, another thing one might try to do is give 
the person a reason for supposing that what was said to him is false. That 
may induce him to give up the belief- the situation again being that what
ever are the dispositions behind the reasons, they prove to be more power
ful than those which produced and/or sustained the belief in question. 
Now sometimes when we give someone reasons for believing or not believ
ing so-and-so, we induce new beliefs in that person. Perhaps the person 
comes to believe things on our say-so. Or what we say prods him into 
"seeing" connections among his beliefs which he had not seen before. In 
this latter case, even though what we say induces the belief, the person 
does not accept it on our say-so. Of course, giving reasons for believing 
or not believing something does not always induce new beliefs in the per
son. Sometimes one just brings forcefully to the person's attention what 
he believed anyway. (Maybe he did not believe that he believed it; some
times that is what one changes.) 

I think we can see now why reasons have a special status. It may 
be that some available perceptual experience would dislodge what a per
son believes on testimony. I, on the outside, may know of the availability 
of that experience and may see to it that the person has that experience. 
But how could the person himself be obliged to obtain this experience 
without so much as believing, or being obliged to believe, that the experi
ence is available? By contrast, if there is amongst his beliefs adequate rea
son to surrtr..der that belief of his which h;: ;;..;cepted on testimony, then 
we can demand of him that he take note of that- unless the connections 



174 NICHOLAS WOLTERSTORFF 

are too subtle to expect a person of his intelligence to notice them. Rea
sons have a special status simply because the contents of our minds have 
a special accessibility to us and ought accordingly to be taken note of. 
If amongst those contents there are certain beliefs such that if the person 
becomes fully aware of them and of their connections to that original 
belief, that original belief (in the absence of culpable resistances) would 
be inhibited, then he should let that happen. He cannot be expected to 
range over the whole world in search of what might inhibit his beliefs. 
He can be expected to range through his own mind, however. 

Let us dig deeper yet in these somewhat speculative refl!!ctions. Sup
pose someone believes p, and also has an adequate reason q to believe 
not-p; and suppose further that the person sees all the logical and eviden
tial connections involved in this. Add to this that the dispositions involved 
have not been culpably revised. Then his situation is that one innocent 
disposition yields the belief that p, another yields the belief that q, and 
yet another yields the belief that p conflicts with q. What reason is there 
in this situation for him to go one way rather than another? Why not 
give up the belief that q and keep the belief that p, rather than vice versa? 
Or why not give up the belief that p and q conflict? 

Usually we have no choice in the matter. We come with various in
nate belief dispositions. These gradually become revised, and in good mea
sure they are revised because the deliverance of one disposition conflicts 
with that of another, and the one yields. Gradually hierarchies of forceful
ness develop. We trust vision more than testimony in some circumstances 
and on some matters; we trust one kind of memory, and one kind of percep
tion, more than another; and so on. And these facts of our nature are 
the end of the matter. Deeper we cannot go. We cannot show that the 
totality of these dispositions leads us to truth. Of course we can rail against 
these native dispositions and the hierarchies of forcefulness that gradually 
emerge. We can undertake to revise these for some reason other than that 
they have proved unreliable. The Christian, though, will have a reason 
for not thus railing, for accepting our native and naturally developed no
etic dispositions as trustworthy. He believes that we have been made thus 
by a good Creator. (Of course, in this very process the Christian is trusting 
the testimony of inference.) It is true that he may well acknowledge that 
some of our dispositions are signs of our fallenness, not part of our pris
tine nature, so that they are unreliable. The dispositions of which Marx 
and Freud made so much are examples. But the Christian will trust that 
the unreliability of such as these will show up. 

To some this will look alarmingly slippery. Should we not establish 
the reliabiiity of a beiief disposition before we trust it- provided, of course, 
that we can restrain our trust in it? Well, how, if we are going to trust 
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no belief disposition whatsoever until proved reliable, are we going to prove 
it reliable? In the very process we shall have to assume that some are reli
able. Alternatively, suppose we acknowledge this fact and, taking for granted 
the reliability of some, try to establish the reliability of the others by ref
erence to these? But which shall we pick as the touchstones? Surely any 
choice here, at this fundamental level, will be completely arbitrary. 

Perhaps some of the deep motivation of the classical foundational
ist comes to light here. Perhaps he thought that he could get around this 
unavoidable trust in our noetic dispositions as a whole by starting with 
propositions that we can "see" to be true, and then by reference to these 
establish the reliability of those dispositions which produce the accept
ance of propositions that we do not just "see" to be true. But a funda
mental objection arises immediately. Cannot one have the experience of 
"seeing a proposition to be true" when in fact it is false? And cannot one 
think one has this experience when one has some other? 

There is in all of us a complex and natural flow of belief formation. 
In this natural flow we can and do, and sometimes should, deliberately 
intervene. The rules of rationality are in effect the rules of such interven
tion. They instruct us, in effect, to bring our other relevant beliefs into 
consciousness. Once we have done this, our created nature then once again 
does its trustworthy work of dispelling the original belief or confirming 
it (or neither)- provided that we do not culpably interfere. 

XIII 

And now at last we can return to our beginning. Can belief in God 
be rational if it has no foundations? Could a person be justified in believ
ing that God exists (or some other affirmative theistic proposition) with
out the justifying circumstance consisting in the fact that he believes it 
on the basis of other beliefs of his which he judges to be good evidence 
for it? Could a person whose belief that God exists is one of his immediate 
beliefs nonetheless be rationally justified in that belief? Or is it the case 
that if our theistic convictions are to be rational, they must be formed 
or reinforced in us exclusively by the "mechanism" of inference? 

People come to the conviction that God exists in the most astonish
ing diversity of ways. Some pick up their theistic convictions from their 
parents; presumably it is the credulity disposition which is at work in such 
cases. Some find themselves overcome with a sense of guilt so vast and 
cosmic that no human being is adequate as its object. Some fall into a 
mystic trance and find themselvt:s cvercome with the conviction tl:o.t th~y 
have met God. Some in suicidal desperation find themselves saying, "Yes, 
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I do believe," whereupon they have a sense of overwhelming peace. The 
evidentialist proposes slicing through all this diversity. One's belief that 
God exists is rational only if it is formed or sustained by good inference
by inferring it from others of one's beliefs which in fact provide adequate 
evidence for it. In the light of the criterion proposed, what is to be said 
about this claim? 

What our criterion instructs us to consider is whether it is possible 
that there be a person who believes immediately that God exists, and at 
the same time has no adequate reason to surrender that belief. Or more 
precisely, whether there is a person who at the same time neither has nor 
ought to believe that he has any adequate reason to surrender that belief. 
Might a person's being in the situation of believing immediately that God 
exists represent no failure on his part to govern his beliefs as well as can 
rightly be demanded of him with respect to the goal of getting more amply 
in touch with reality? 

I see no reason whatsoever to suppose that by the criterion offered 
the evidentialist challenge is tenable. I see no reason to suppose that peo
ple who hold as one of their immediate beliefs that God exists always 
have adequate reason to surrender that belief- or ought to believe that 
they do. I see no reason to suppose that holding the belief that God exists 
as one of one's immediate beliefs always represents some failure on one's 
part to govern one's assent as well as one ought. 

However, those abstract and highly general theses of evidentialism 
no longer look very interesting, once we regard them in the light of the 
criterion offered. One of the burdens of this paper has been that issues 
of rationality are always situation specific. Once the impact of that sinks 
in, then no longer is it of much interest to spend time pondering whether 
evidentialism is false. It seems highly likely that it is. But the interesting 
and important question has become whether some specific person- I, or 
you, or whoever- who believes immediately that God exists is rational 
in that belief. Whether a given person is in fact rational in such belief 
cannot be answered in general and in the abstract, however. It can only 
be answered by scrutinizing the belief system of the individual believer, 
and the ways in which that believer has used his noetic capacities. 

Perhaps a theistic believer who is not of any great philosophical so
phistication has heard a lecture of Anthony Flew attacking religious be
lief, and perhaps he finds himself unable to uncover any flaws in the argu
ment. Or perhaps he has heard a powerful lecture by some disciple of 
Freud arguing that religious belief represents nothing more than a surro
gate satisfaction of one's need to feel secure, and perhaps, once again, 
he can find no flaw in the argument. It would appear that if this believer 
has puzzled over these arguments for a reasonable length of time, has talked 
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to people who seem to him insightful, and so on, and still sees no flaws 
in the argument, then he is no longer rationally justified in his belief
provided, of course, he does not have evidence in favor of God's existence 
which counterbalance these. And it makes no difference now by what 
"mechanism" his theistic convictions were formed in him! By contrast, 
the person who has never heard of these arguments, and the person who 
justifiably believes them not sound, is in a relevantly different situation. 

It is important to keep in mind here our main earlier conclusion, 
however. From the fact that it is not rational for some person to believe 
that God exists it does not follow that he ought to give up that belief. 
Rationality is only prima facie justification; lack of rationality, only prima 
facie impermissibility. Perhaps, in spite of its irrationality for him, the 
person ought to continue believing that God exists. Perhaps it is our duty 
to believe more firmly that God exists than any proposition which con
flicts with this, and/or more firmly than we believe that a certain proposi
tion does conflict with it. Of course, for a believer who is a member of 
the modern Western intelligentsia to have his theistic convictions prove 
nonrational is to be put into a deeply troubling situation. There is a bibli
cal category which applies to such a situation. It is a trial, which the be
liever is called to endure. Sometimes suffering is a trial. May it not also 
be that sometimes the nonrationality of one's conviction that God exists 
is a trial, to be endured? 

XIV 

And what, lastly, about the enthusiasts who so vexed Locke? Locke 
was persuaded that the enthusiasts claiming private revelations were irra
tional and, accordingly, irresponsible. They were acting in disobedience 
to their Creator. But if we do not demand of everyone in the field of reli
gion good evidence for their convictions, said Locke, then we will simply 
have to acknowledge that anything goes. The concept of rational belief 
will simply have to be discarded. So Locke undertook to provide good 
evidence for his Christian convictions, and he challenged the enthusiasts 
to act likewise. 

The evidentialist challenge which Locke laid down to the enthusiasts 
is untenable. But that does not mean that one is speechless in the face 
of crackpots. It does not mean that anything goes. Rather than demand
ing evidence from the enthusiast, one offers him adequate reasons for the 
falsehood of his beliefs. Sometimes he may concede the point and give 
up his convictions. In other cases, no doubt, he wili ..:ontinue merrily be
lieving. But in this respect the approach implied by our criterion is surely 
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no worse than Locke's. Locke's issuance of the evidcntialist challenge was 
not noticeably effective in snuffing out British "enthusiasm"! 

APPENDIX 

A reply to my contention in section IX, that an adequate criterion 
for rational justification in beliefs will itself have to incorporate, tacitly 
or explicitly, some normative concept, might go along the following lines. 
This contention may well be true for the subjective concept of rational 
obligation and justification. Surely it is not true for the objective concept. 
But the standard criteria for rational justification which have been proposed 
-classic foundationalism, reliabilism, and so on-should be seen as cri
teria for the objective concept. Accordingly, what was said in section IX 
does not touch these criteria. When these are understood as criteria for 
objective rational justification, there is no need for them to incorporate 
some normative concept. The objector might go on to charge that I have 
served the cause of confusion by failing to distinguish, more sharply than 
l did, my no-adequate-reason-for-surrendering proposal concerning ob
jective rational justification from the normative-noetic qualifications at
tached so as to make it a criterion for subjective rational justification. 

I think it will help to unravel the issues here if we turn, for a mo
ment, from the noetic to the moral domain and consider the arguments 
of those who call for a distinction between objective and subjective obliga
tion within the field of morality. Consider, for example, what Richard B. 
Brandt says on the matter in his book Ethical Theory: 

The definition of "moral obligation" we have outlined makes it possi
ble for a person to make mistakes about his obligation. He may think 
his feeling of obligation is "objectively justified" when in fact it is 
not. This seems acceptable; we do think that people are sometimes 
mistaken about their duty or obligation .... Yet there is something 
wrong, as [an example] will make clear. 

[S]uppose a physician examined a patient suffering from aller
gies in 1920, when nothing was known of allergies. The physician 
advised and performed a series of operations (on the patient's nose 
and sinuses, for example) at considerable cost to the patient in suf
fering and money. Was the physician's behavior consistent with his 
moral obligations? We certainly incline to say it was. According to 
our total theory, as described above, however, it seems he did not 
~o his duty, since, if he had been fully informed (including infor
mation about allergies), he would have felt obligated to treat for 
allergies. 20 
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Brandt goes on to try to unravel this case by distinguishing between 
an objective and a subjective sense of "duty" and "obligation." The physi
cian did his duty, says Brandt, if "duty" is used in the subjective sense. 
He did not do his duty if "duty" is used in the objective sense. 

But is this correct? Is it true that, in some (standard) sense of the 
word "ought," the physician did not do what he ought to have done? I 
suggest that it is not. There is no (standard) sense of the word "ought" 
according to which Brandt's physician did not do what he ought to have 
done. I am assuming that the issue at stake here is not to be unraveled 
by the distinction between prima facie obligation and all-things-considered 
obligation. 

If there were such an objective concept of obligation as Brandt pro
poses, one could believe and assert that S ought to do y, while yet with 
full sincerity advising S not to do y, praising him if he docs not do y and 
blaming him if he does, and treating him as culpable if he docs do y. 
This would be so if one used "ought" in the objective sense. For culpability 
is thought to attach to the subjective concept of obligation but not to 

the objective. I suggest, however, that there is no such concept of obliga
tion. Our concept of obligation is inextricably connected with how we 
treat people: with the advice we give them, with our dispensing of praise 
and blame, with our treating of them as culpable. If one does believe that 
S ought to do y, then one cannot with sincerity advise him not to do y, 
or praise him for not doing y, or treat him as culpable if he does do y. 
The so-called subjective concept of obligation is the only concept of obliga
tion there is. 

But can we not simply judge whether the physician's action is or 
is not enjoined by objective moral law? Certainly we can. But to judge 
it to be enjoined by objective moral law is to assert, or imply, that he 
ought to do it. And, once again, one cannot believe that he ought to do 
it and with sincerity enjoin him not to do it. There is no difference between 
acting in accord with one's obligation and doing as well as can rightly 
be expected of one. 

There is, indeed, a certain truth which those who make the objective/ 
subjective distinction are trying to get at. In the case of Brandt's example 
that truth is this: A physician dealing with the same medical case that 
Brandt's physician was dealing with, but who differed from Brandt's physi
cian in that he was fully knowledgeable on all relevant moral and medical 
facts, would be obliged to act differently from the way Brandt's physician 
was obliged to act. But quite obviously that does not imply that there 
is some concept of obligation according to which Brandt's physician is 
obliged to act as that fully knowledgeable physician would be obligt:u 
to act. 
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Of course, when confronted by Brandt's medical case, we can ask 
what a fully knowledgeable physician dealing with this medical case would 
be obliged to do. We can also, if we wish, stipulate that sometimes we will 
use the word "obliged" in such a way that Brandt's physician is "obliged" 
to do whatever a fully knowledgeable physician dealing with this case 
would be obliged to do. And we may, if we wish, call this the objective 
sense of "obligation." But that does not tell us what Brandt's physician
who after all is not fully knowledgeable- is obliged to do, using the word 
"obliged" in its normal English sense. The English word "obliged" is not 
as a matter of fact used to express that concept. 

This analysis of the situation has implications for how we under
stand standard theories of moral obligation (which are not intentionalistic 
in character). Such theories should not be viewed as telling us what we
who are far from being fully knowledgeable persons- ought in fact to 
do. If viewed that way, they are radically deficient. Rather, they are best 
understood as theories which tell us what a person who is fully knowl
edgeable on the relevant facts ought to do. To get from that information 
to what we, in our concrete situations, ought to do, we must in the ap
propriate way take account of our justified error and ignorance. 

Consider, for example, a hedonistic utilitarian who holds that the 
criterion for right action is the greatest pleasure of the greatest number. 
Such a theorist does not really have in mind that, of the options that con
front a person at a given time, the one which would in fact produce the 
greatest happiness of the greatest number is the one he ought to perform. 
Rather, he means something like this: An agent who is fully knowledge
able as to the pleasurable consequences of his various options for action, 
and as to how the moral law applies to actions having such consequences, 
ought always to choose that option which yields the greatest happiness 
of the greatest number. For on the utilitarian's view a fully moral agent 
will always have it as his goal to bring it about that of those options for 
action which face him on any occasion, he will perform that one which 
yields the greatest happiness of the greatest number. 

You and I, however, are not fully knowledgeable agents. Further
more, some of our error and ignorance is justified. Accordingly, even if 
we have adopted the goal that the utilitarian recommends, it may well 
turn out that sometimes an alternative which would not yield the most 
pleasure is nonetheless such that we ought to try to perform it (if we did 
not try to perform it, given our state of error and igl'\.orance, that would 
indicate a lack of commitment to the goal); and sometimes an alternative 
which would yield the most pleasure is such that we ought not to try to 
perform it. Our performing it, given our state of error and ignorance, 
would indicate that we were not fully committed to the goal of doing what 
will give the greatest happiness. 
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In short, it may well be that of some less pleasurable actions it is 
true that we ought to perform them, and of some more pleasurable ac
tions, that we ought not to perform them. But if so, it will not be true 
that we ought always to do what is (in fact) most pleasure-yielding, and 
to avoid what is (in fact) less pleasure-yielding. Nonetheless we ought to 
have it as our goal to make this proposition true: Always we perform (what 
is in fact) the most pleasure-yielding of the options that confront us. 

Similar things are to be said about the obligations of rationality. 
The person who does in fact have adequate reasons for refraining from 
his beliefs whenever he ought to have them, and who is fully knowledge
able about the presence and absence of such adequate reasons, ought to 
surrender a given belief as soon as he has adequate reason to do so. For 
he, along with everyone else, should have it as his goal to cease believing 
something as soon as he has adequate reason for doing so- other things 
being equal. For each proposition p which he believes, he should seek to 
make it true that he ceases to believe p as soon as he has adequate reason 
to do so. 

But you and I are not such fully knowledgeable epistemic agents. 
We are often in justifiable error and ignorance on relevant matters. Be
cause of that, there will be propositions we believe for which we have ade
quate reason to cease believing but which we are nonetheless permitted, 
even perhaps obliged, to believe; and there will be propositions we believe 
for which we do not have adequate reason to refrain but which we are 
nonetheless obliged to cease from believing. Almost certainly for each of 
us there is some proposition p which we believe of which it is not true 
that we are rational in believing it if and only if we Jack adequate reason 
to refrain. Nonetheless each person should strive to bring it about that 
there is no proposition which he believes for which he has adequate reason 
to refrain. 

What we learn from the analogy to the moral case is not that the 
criterion for rational belief which I have proposed is merely a criterion 
for the subjective sense of obligation. We learn something in the opposite 
direction: namely, that standard moral theories apply, as formulated, only 
to a person who is in a certain kind of ideal noetic situation. To apply 
to us in our factual fallen situations, they would have to take into account 
what we are and are not rationally justified in believing and in ceasing 
from believing. 

NOTES 

I. Sometimes he also includes under reason our faculty for apprehending 
what is evident to us. 
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2. Cf. Essay, IV,I9,4: "Reason is natural revelation, whereby the eternal 
Father of light, and Fountain of all knowledge communicates to mankind that 
portion of truth which he has laid within the reach of their natural faculties. Revela
tion is natural reason enlarged by a new set of discoveries communicated by God 
immediately, which reason vouches the truth of, by the testimony and proofs it 
gives that they come from God. So that he that takes away reason to make way 
for revelation, puts out the light of both." 

3. Compare this passage: "God, when he makes the prophet, does not un
make the man. He leaves all his faculties in their natural state, to enable him to 
judge of his inspirations, whether they be of divine origin or no. \Yhen he illumi
nates the mind with supernatural light, he does not extinguish that which is natu
ral. If he would have us assent to the truth of any proposition, he either evidences 
that truth by the usual methods of natural reason, or else makes it known to be 
a truth which he would have us assent to by his authority, and convinces us that 
it is from him, by some marks which reason cannot be mistaken in. Reason must 
be our last judge and guide in everything. l do not mean that we must consult 
reason, and examine whether a proposition revealed from God can be made out 
by natural principles, and if it cannot, that then we may reject it. But consult 
it we must, and by it examine whether it be a revelation from God or no: and 
if reason finds it to be revealed from God, reason then declares for it as much 
as for any other truth, and. makes it one of her dictates." (Essay, IV,I9,14) 

4. Cf. Essay, IV,I8,11: "If the boundaries be not set between faith and rea
son, no enthusiasm or extravagancy in religion can be contradicted.-lf the prov
inces of faith and reason are not kept distinct by these boundaries, there will, 
in matter of religion, be no room for reason at all; and those extravagant opinions 
and ceremonies that are to be found in the several re-ligions of the world will not 
deserve to be blamed; for to this crying up of faith in opposition to reason, we 
may, I think, in good measure, ascribe those absurdities that divide mankind. For 
men, having been principled with an opinion that they must not consult reason 
in the things of religion, however apparently contradictory to common sense and 
the very principles of all their knowledge, have let loose their fancies and natural 
superstition; and have been by them led into so strange opinions and extravagant 
practices in religion, that a considerate man cannot but stand amazed at their 
follies, and judge them so far from being acceptable to the great and wise God, 
that he cannot avoid thinking them ridiculous and offensive to a sober, good man. 
So that, in effect, religion, which should most distinguish us from beasts, and 
ought most peculiarly lo elevate us as rational creatures above brutes, is that wherein 
men most often appear most irrational, and more senseless than beasts them
selves." 

5. I have argued for the rejection of classical foundationalism in Nicholas 
Wolterstorff, Reason within the Bounds of Religion (Grand Rapids, Ml: Eerd
mans, 1976). 

6. Though in principle there may be other obligations that we have with 
respect to iJUr believing<, it is only the~e gov;:rnance obligations of whic:-. Locke 
takes note. They are the only ones relevant to his purpose- as indeed to mine. 

7. It is clear from the above that one can attach the word "rational" to 
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other facets of our noetic obligations than these. Perhaps here is also the place 
to remark that the word "rational" need not be directly hooked up to obligations 
but can be used simply to pick out a merit in beliefs concerning which one may 
or may not have obligation. This is connected with the comments about the con
cept of justification in note 12 below. 

8. Provided the person has, or ought to have, the necessary conceptual 
equipment. See note 19 below. 

9. Roderick Chisholm, Theory of Knowledge, 2nd ed. (Englewood Cliffs, 
N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1977), p. 15. 

10. There is another analysis of the resistance cases I have cited that ought 
to be considered. Perhaps the situation is not that the person resists believing, 
but that he resists acting in appropriate ways on what he does believe. Though 
I of course acknowledge that there are cases of this sort, it does seem to me that 
sometimes the resistance is a resistance to the believing. Probably a thorough ad
judication between these two analyses would require a perusal of the relevant psy
chological literature. Such perusal has entered far too little into philosophical 
epistemology. 

11. Alvin Goldman, "What Is Justified Belief?" in George S. Pappas, ed., 
Justification and Knowledge (Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 1979), pp. 9-10. 

12. Might it be that the reliabilist, rather than giving a plainly incorrect 
criterion for rationally justified belief, is formulating a criterion for a different 
concept of justification than that with which I am dealing? Well, there is evidence 
that Goldman, for example, thinks of the concept of justification differently from 
how I think of it. He says this: "There may well be propositions which humans 
have an innate and irrepressible disposition to believe, e.g., 'Some events have 
causes'. But it seems unlikely that people's inability to refrain from believing such 
a proposition makes every belief in it justified." ("What Is Justified Belief?" p. 4) 
Now if a certain belief of a person really is ineluctible, then his holding that belief 
is no indication that he has failed to use his belief-governing capacities as well 
as can rightly be demanded of him; for one cannot rightly demand of a person 
what he cannot do. Accordingly, on the concept of justification with which I have 
been dealing, such a person is clearly justified in his belief, contrary to what Gold
man says. So may it be that the philosophical literature presents us with two dif
ferent concepts of rationally justified belief- not merely various criteria for one 
concept, but two different concepts for which theorists attempt to offer criteria? 
The one would be a normative concept. A person is (rationally) justified in believ
ing p just in case in doing so he conforms to certain obligations that bear on 
him. And a reasonable assumption is that if he could not have failed to believe 
p, then he is not obliged not to do so. On this concept a person is, roughly speak
ing, rationally justified in his beliefs just in case he is doing as well in his believings 
as can rightly be demanded of him. The other concept of justified belief would 
be a purely evaluative concept. The word "justified" would pick out a certain merit 
in beliefs, a desirable feature of beliefs; "unjustified" would pick out a demerit 
in beliefs, 3. blemish. And a belief would have these merits ancl defe;:ts whether 
or not it was in any way within the control of the person to have or not have the belief. 

The truth, in my judgment, is that there is no such concept of justification 
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as this purely evaluative concept. The situation is not, I think, that Goldman and 
others are offering a criterion for a different concept of justified belief from that 
for which I propose to offer a criterion. The situation is rather that Goldman 
misapprehends the nature of the concept of justified belief. No doubt this mis
apprehension plays a role in his adopting the criterion he docs. 

In a person's system of belief we can pick out certain merits which lie be
tween, as it were, all the beliefs being true and all the beliefs being in accord with 
what can rightly be demanded of that person. Perhaps some of those merits are 
picked out with our word "rational." And no doubt one of those in-between merits 
is that of all the beliefs being well-formed or sustained. But the word "justified" 
does not pick out that merit. The test cases will be those in which the belief is 
not reliably formed but in which we agree that the person could not rightly be 
expected to believe otherwise than he does. So look once more at our example 
of the young person in a primitive tribe. Can it really correctly be said of him 
that he is not justified in believing as he does? I suggest that there is no sense 
of the English word "justified" such that that can correctly be said of him. 

Incidentally, there is a passage in Goldman's essay in which he himself is 
on the verge of recognizing that the one and only concept of justification is a 
normative concept. After considering a case which in his judgment calls for a 
revision in his unqualified reliabilist theory, he says, "So what we can say about 
Jones is that he jails to use a certain (conditionally) reliable process that he could 
and should have used .... So, he failed to do something which, epistemically, he 
should have done. This diagnosis suggests a fundamental change in our theory. 
The justificational status of a belief is not only a function of the cognitive pro
cesses actually employed in producing it; it is also a function of the processes 
that could and should be employed." (Ibid., p. 29) 

13. In the sense of "reason" cited in the preceding paragraph the event of 
a person's believing q and believing that it is good evidence for p may be his reason 
for believing p. 

14. Suppose that someone who believes p- perhaps because someone told 
him that p is true -later finds that the evidence for p is exactly balanced with 
that against p, that is, with that for not-p. What then constitute the obligations 
and permissions of rationality? Well, the "innocent-until-proved-guilty" principle 
which we are exploring says that he is permitted to continue believing p, for p 
has not been proved guilty. On the other hand, it would seem that he is also per
mitted to refrain from believing both p and not-p. What he is not permitted to 
do is to proceed to believe not-p on the basis of his awareness that the evidence 
for p and for not-p is equally balanced, for he should realize that believing thus 
is an unreliable "mechanism." (Shortly we shall see more clearly the relevance of 
this fact.) Of course, if the person had entered this situation believing not-prather 
than p, then the opposite of all these things is true. Then he is permitted either 
to continue believing not-p or to believe neither p nor not-p, but not to believe 
p on the basis of his awareness that the evidence pro and con not-p is equally 
;,alanct:C:. This yields what :;eems init!ally w be the paradoxical result, that of 
two people surveying rhe very same evidence and making the same responsible 
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judgment as to its weight, one may be permitted to believe p but not not-p, the 
other to believe not-p but not p. 

Consider a different but related case. Suppose that a person who believes 
neither p nor not-p comes responsibly to the conviction that the evidence for these 
is equal. What ought he to do? Quite clearly, to refrain from believing either p 
or not-p. For to believe either of these on this basis is to believe it on account 
of what he should realize to be an unreliable "mechanism." Again, suppose that 
a person who believes both p and not-p discovers that the evidence for these is 
equal- and also notices that he believes both, and notices that they cannot both 
be true. (He may, of course, have been believing both without believing p and 
not-p.) What should, or may, he do? Once again, he is not permitted on the basis 
of his awareness of his situation to give up one and hang on to the other, for 
that would be to believe on account of what he should realize to be an unreliable 
"mechanism." Clearly what he is permitted to do, though, is give up both. But 
what about the last possibility, that of hanging on to both? Well, the "innocent
until-proved-guilty" principle would in fact seem to say that he is permitted to 
do this. And though at first this result takes one a bit aback, maybe it is correct. 
I think, however, that rarely will a person be able to do this- at least for any 
length of time. And we have already seen that he is not entitled, on the basis 
of his realization of the situation, to give up either one of them and hang on 
to the other. He is entitled only to give up both. (Surely such a person would 
not be rational in believing p and not-p. And it is surprising that this would be 
so, while at the same time it is rational for him to believe both p and not-p, realiz
ing that they are contradictory.) 

15. This last would be most in line with the conclusion drawn in note 14 
above. 

16. Consider someone who believes that p and who earlier held that same 
belief arid held it nonrationally, having adequate reason to cease from holding 
it. Suppose that in the interim, though he retains the belief Bp, he forgets those 
reasons. Suppose also that he is rationally justified in that forgetting; his not be
lieving those reasons later on is rational on his part. And suppose that neither 
now nor at any time after all those events had transpired was there anything else 
in his situation relevant to the rationality of this belief than that he once held 
it in defiance of adequate reasons to give it up and later remembered it but justifi
ably forgot those reasons. Is he now, at this later point, still nonrational in holding 
that belief, even though now he neither has nor ought to have adequate reason 
to cease from that belief? If he is still not rational in holding it, then we have 
to insert a qualification into the above, assuring that the nonrationality of such 
a belief remains, even though now the person neither has nor ought to have ade
quate reason to give it up. 

17. With this qualification: As mentioned before, the criterion makes no 
attempt to specify the rationality of the firmness with which beliefs are held. 

18. Perhaps the rational person tolerates different degrees of unreliability 
for different sorts of prop:;siticns. This is an important issue \'.'hl:::h T c~nuot here 
explore. 
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19. Of course, the fact that all of some tiny child's beliefs are rationally 
justified does not imply any praiseworthiness on his part. Though lack of justifica
tion implies culpability, justification does not imply praiseworthiness. One could, 
of course, add some qualification to our criterion for rational belief so that it 
did imply this. Then, on the criterion, though the tiny child would not be unjus
tified in his beliefs, he would also not be justified. 

20. Richard B. Brandt, Ethical Theory (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice
Hall, 1959), pp. 360-61. 



Turning 
George I. Mavrodes 

Huyos settled himself on the stone bench and leaned back against the 
cool wall. He was in a sort of spacious but secluded pocket formed by 
the convoluted walls which surrounded the main square of his city. Be
tween two walls he could see a slice of the square, and in the background 
he could hear the sounds of commerce and movement. The sky was blue 
and the sunshine bright. As other people came in to take their places on 
the benches and ledges he reflected on his own good fortune. And he had 
no intimation of the darkness which would fall upon him before an hour 
had passed. 

The church has had many great doctors, he thought to himself, but 
perhaps not so many as one in every generation. Many Christians had 
never sat with a master such as Frisius. But in this alcove Frisius taught 
publicly two mornings a week. By custom and habit those who came regu
larly had places to sit. But anyone was welcome to come, and there were 
always people in back who were curious to see the famed preacher. Huyos 
had come like that at first, but he had come back, and back, until now 
he was a regular, and had his place. And he counted himself fortunate 
in the providence of God. 

As the great clock finished striking the hour Frisius arrived, striding 
immediately to his accustomed place. Conversation ceased, as if cut by 
a knife. Without preliminaries Frisius spoke an invocation, asking for God's 
blessing there. And then he spoke to the people. 

"Today," he said, "we are to begin to speak about the Decrees of 
God. But first I must say something else. For last week I mis-spoke myself, 
and I was rebuked for it by the Elder Sumisian." 

He smiled a little then, almost shyly, and added, "But gently though, 
as is the courtesy of one who has lived long in the love of God." 

Almost everyone there knew Sumisian by sight, though few knew 
him well. He was an old man, white of ~air and beard, long a Christi;~n. 
He came sometimes to hear Frisius, but not always. If he came early, the 
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younger men would make room for him to sit; but if he came late, he 
would stand in back of the crowd. And he never spoke, even on the rare 
occasions when Frisius invited questions and discussion. 

"You remember," Frisius went on, "that I said that our faith in God 
must be wholehearted and without reservation, a matter of total commit
ment. And that must be true of every aspect of our faith in God, includ
ing, for example, our belief that God is. That, too, must be something 
which we do from the bottom of our hearts, holding back no measure 
of assent. And it was there that I mis-spoke. 

"What I said was that the degree of our belief should be total and 
unconditional. Those words were ill-chosen, though my intent was good." 

Latecomers were still joining those who stood around the edges, but 
none of the regular attenders was distracted. For it was not often that 
Frisius had occasion to correct himself in public, though he did not hesi
tate to do it when convinced of an error. 

"What I had in mind," Frisius went on, "was the doctrine of those 
who say that the degree of our belief that God exists should be propor
tional to the weight of the evidence which lies in favor of that belief, or 
to our assessment of that evidence. Such people study arguments for the 
existence of God, they collect the evidences for the resurrection of our 
Lord, they seek to determine the authorship of the biblical books, they 
trace the derivation of one manuscript from another. And they set that 
evidence, or their judgments about it, as conditions on the depth of their 
assent to the reality of God or to other cardinal doctrines of our faith. 

"When I said that our belief must be unconditional, I had this 
doctrine- and this practice- in mind, and I meant to reject it. And in 
that, I think, I made no error." 

"Such people," he continued, "must always be unstable, driven as 
a wave of the sea. For their faith is at the mercy of opinion about the 
evidence, and they must always keep before them the possibility that to
morrow's post may bring new evidence and so require some new adjust
ment in the depth of their commitment." 

Normally, Huyos had no trouble in keeping his attention on the lec
ture. Often at the end of the hour he could recall no incident which tran
spired, nor what anyone there had worn, but only what Frisius had said. 
This day also began in that way, but gradually an uneasiness forced itself 
upon his attention, so that he had to notice it too. And when he did he 
realized that it had been there, in a sense, before he noticed. lt had grown 
in him. 

With this realization there came also two others. The first was that 
the uneasiness had a peculiar quality. It was gentie yet, not intense, but 
it had about it the flavor of dread. There was in it the apprehension of 
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something not merely frightening but outside of the ordinary range of 
dangers- one feared to face it, perhaps, but one also did not know where 
to turn to face it or to flee from it. 

The other realization was that the uneasiness was not spontaneous. 
It grew out of something which he had noticed. But he had noticed in 
that peculiar way in which one notices and does not notice, so that one 
does not know what it is that he has noticed. Huyos was sure there was 
something- he had seen something, heard it, smelled it- but what it was 
he could not say. But the dread grew out of what he noticed. And it 
seemed to him that he must still be noticing it, and the unease deepened. 

"The books of the philosophers are many," Frisius was saying, "and 
in the library one may see their journals lying rank upon rank. Every con
ference hears a new argument spoken, every month sees a new refutation 
in print. But it is not only the philosophers. The historians, for example, 
do not readily yield to them in pride of ingenuity, inventiveness, original
ity. Their opinions also fill shelves .... " 

· And in Huyos it was as if there were two persons. One of them lis
tened to Frisius. But the other scanned inward and outward, searching 
for the omen upon which the feeling was built. 

Could it be something which Frisius was saying, Huyos asked him
self. Well, possibly. But it seemed unlikely to him, for Frisius' words seemed 
plain and true (and Huyos did not yet know that there is also a darkness 
which has its home in the truth). So he searched in the scene before him, 
he listened to the background sounds, he tested the air with his nose. But 
he did not find what he sought. 

"That is what I meant to reject," Frisius said. "But what I said was 
that our believing must be unconditional, not governed by a condition. 
And that, as Sumisian reminded me, is false. For there is a condition laid 
upon our believing, a condition to which we are duty-bound to submit. 
And it is not a new condition, not a special one. It is the one great and 
fundamental condition which lies upon all human life- indeed, upon all 
that is created. It is that all things, all things, are to be done within the 
will of God." 

And Huyos heard him and continued his search. And the dread deep
ened, little by little. 

"Eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, lying down 
and rising up, all are to be done within God's good pleasure, and as he 
appoints them to us. We may not lawfully seize them unbidden, nor re
fuse them when called. And our believing, too, is subject to the same 
great requirement. Not every idol is made of stone, and if we were to 
say that believing has no need of obedience, that cogniti0ii i.> autono
mous and lies outside of the sovereignty of God, there we would have 
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made an idol of the mind itself. We would exalt a creature above or be
side God. 

"What we are to believe, then, and how much we are to believe it
that is for God to command and for us to obey. This is the condition 
which governs our intellectual life, and the noetic aspect of the faith. And 
the great doctrines of the Christian faith are those which God wills for 
us to believe without reservation, without dependence upon evidence, from 
the bottom of our hearts." 

Frisius paused, and looked around. For a moment his eyes met those 
of Huyos, and passed on. And still Huyos seemed to himseif to see, and 
not to know what he saw. 

"I turn now to the subject of the morning," Frisius said. "It is that 
of the Decrees of God .... " 

As Frisius went on with his lecture Huyos' feeling subsided until 
soon only the memory of it was left. And he knew, too, that the omen 
was gone. There was no further use in looking outward for it. If he was 
to find it at all, he must find it in his memory. And there he continued 
to search. 

When the teaching session was over, Huyos walked slowly across 
the square, his head down. The fact for which he sought seemed to lie 
beneath the surface of his consciousness, like a shifting shape seen dimly 
under water. He probed for it and probed again, and his feet carried him 
past the bookstall of his friend, Luxon, which stood at the corner of the 
Street of the Tinsmiths. 

Actually, Huyos' lodging was in the Street of the Tinsmiths, so he 
had come that way out of habit, without thinking. And as he passed, Lux
on called out to him. 

"Good morning, Huyos. It is a fine day from the Lord, is it not?" 
Luxon had owned the bookstall for years. Newspapers, magazines, 

popular books, and a section for pornography. But since he had become 
a Christian, two years before, the pornography had gone. Those shelves, 
freshly painted, now displayed a selection of Christian books. And the 
girlie magazines were replaced with a rack of Christian periodicals. Luxon 
even stocked two or three scholarly theological journals, though of course 
the sales of these were rather slow. 

"Good morning, Luxon," Huyos said, glancing up. And he passed 
on and turned the corner. 

"Huhh," Luxon said to himself. "I wonder what's eating him." And 
he turned to serve a customer. 

As Huyos turned westward into the Street of the Tinsmiths his shadow 
fell before him on the cobblestones. And as that happened ihe probe in 
his mind touched at last what it was seeking and locked on it, as a magnet 
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clamps a bar of steel. His foot came down on the street and stopped as 
though it too were locked. 

"That's it!" he said aloud. "It was his shadow." 
The scene at the lecture came back before his mind's eye, as vivid 

as if he were carried back an hour in time. He saw the crowd, and Frisius 
standing in the sunlight lecturing, with his shadow slanting away from 
him. And Huyos saw that as he spoke the shadow grew imperceptibly darker. 
The change itself, that is, was imperceptible, but soon it could be seen 
that Frisius' shadow did not match the others. It was deeper, darker. And 
where his shadow should have merged with that of the wall, it did not 
disappear. Instead, the one darkness overlay the other, and one couid still 
see the outline of the head and shoulders, a shadow upon a shadow. And 
as the scene played out in memory so also Huyos felt the dread stirring 
again. 

And, then, as Frisius turned to the Decrees in the remembered lec
ture, his shadow lightened again as it had been before. 

Huyos started up the street slowly, still wrapped in the folds of 
thought. 

"So that was what I noticed," he said to himself. "Of course, he 
could not see it himself, for as he spoke to us he faced the East, and his 
shadow fell behind him. But I wonder if any of the others saw it. ... I 
wonder if Sumisian was there today." 



Jerusalem and Athens Revisited 
George I. Mavrodes 

What is the relation between faith and reason? That is an old ques
tion, and it has sometimes been put in the form of an ancient metaphor, 
"What has Jerusalem to do with Athens?" But perhaps we should read 
that metaphorical question literally for a moment. If we do that, then 
we realize that Jerusalem and Athens have a host of different relations 
to each other. Geographical relations, for example, and economic, reli
gious, cultural and military relations to boot. If we read the question meta
phorically now, there may again be a variety of relations which belong 
to its answer. This paper is largely about just two of them, and of how 
they may react upon one another. 

One way of construing the question at hand is to rephrase it as the 
question "Is theistic belief (or its more specific variant, Christian belief) 
rational?" I think that two other contributors to this volume construe the 
question in this way, or at least they address themselves to the latter ques
tion. And their answer to it, briefly put, is "Yes, belief in God is indeed 
rational." 

That Yes, however, may easily be misunderstood. And part of this 
essay is devoted to distinguishing it from another sort of Yes which might 
also be spoken in response. Some of what is involved here may be made 
clearer by an analogy. Think of a party of explorers who, as they come 
across various rivers and lakes, ask the question "Is this water safe for 
drinking?" And suppose too that in a certain lake the water is heavily 
contaminated with some noxious bacteria. In that case the true answer 
to their question is "No, this water is not safe for drinking." Yes, that 
is the true answer, but perhaps it is not fully informative. For it may also 
be true that the water could readily be made safe, perhaps by boiling. 
It would be very useful for the explorers to know that, and so useful for 
their answer to incorporate somewhere that information. 

That lake can be contrasted, however, with a pure mountain stream. 
That water, wholly uncontaminated, is safe for drinking just as it stands. 
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And no amount of boiling will make it safer. And we can think also of 
a lagoon, into which some subtle toxin has been introduced, a toxin which 
cannot be removed. That water is irremediably unsafe. 

Now, the lake is in one important way like the lagoon. The water 
is unsafe as it stands. But in another way the lake is like the stream. That 
is, knowledgeable people need not despair of drinking it. It would not 
be surprising if some people, anxious not to lose this latter important in
formation, were to fall into saying (somewhat carelessly) that the lake water 
is safe, perhaps adding now and then, ·~s long as you remember to boil it." 

Now, many secular philosophers, and some religious ones (such as 
Soren Kierkegaard), have thought that, vis-a-vis rationality, theistic belief 
is rather like the lagoon. It is irrational, and this irrationality cannot be 
remedied. Others, including many Christian philosophers, have thought 
that it was more like the lake. In some circumstances theistic belief is irra
tional, but it can be made rational. (And usually philosophers who have 
thought this have also thought that they know how to make it rational.) 
And still a third group, perhaps smaller than the others, holds that theistic 
belief is most like the mountain stream. Nothing can be done to make 
it rational, because it is rational just as it stands. 

Now, partisans of both of these latter two groups may say that the
istic belief is rational. But that verbal congruence, though it signals a genu
ine area of agreement, also masks an important divergence. For according 
to one of these views attempts to make theistic belief rational are unnec
essary and useless, while according to the other they are necessary and 
useful. We shall need to return to this distinction soon. 

The analogy of the water, however, does not exhaust the ambiva
lences with which we shall be involved. For in it I have assumed that the 
expression "safe to drink" has a single well-understood sense. But the ques
tion "Is theistic faith rational?" suffers from the fact that rationality is 
itself sometimes construed differently by different philosophers. And such 
people will then be, in effect, trying to answer different questions. I shall 
try to separate two such questions. 

A PERMISSION TO BELIEVE 

Rationality vs. Reasons 

If one seeks a Reformed view, one can hardly do better than to begin 
with Calvin. 

Yet they who strive to build up firm faith in Scripture through 
disputation are doing things backwards. For my part, although I do 
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not excel either in great dexterity or eloquence, if I were struggling 
against the most crafty sort of despisers of God, who seek to appear 
shrewd and witty in disparaging Scripture, I am confident it would 
not be difficult for me to silence their clamorous voices. And if it 
were a useful labor to refute their cavils, I would with no great trou
ble shatter the boasts they mutter in their lurking places. But even 
if anyone clears God's Sacred Word from man's evil speaking, he 
will not at once imprint upon their hearts that certainty which piety 
requires. Since for unbelieving men religion seems to stand by opin
ion alone, they, in order not to believe anything foolishly or lightly, 
both wish and demand rational proof that Moses and the prophets 
spoke divinely. But I reply the testimony of the Spirit is more ex
cellent than all reason. 1 

On reading this passage one gets the impression that Calvin was not 
at all eager to cater to the desires of these partisans of reason, these people 
who want rational proof and so on. They get rather short shrift here. They 
have, however, received a more sympathetic response from many other 
theologians and apologists. For example, a twentieth-century writer, Clark 
Pinnock, proposes to supply "reason enough,'' reason enough to commit 
oneself to Christ in trust and obedience. And he describes his project in 
this way: 

I am writing, then, for those who do not believe and for those 
who experience difficulties in their believing. "Wisdom is calling out. 
Reason is making herself heard" (Proverbs 8:1). As one who strug
gles with faith in the setting of the secular university, I think I am 
sensitive to the pervasive influence of secularity in the modern world. 
I know what it is like to feel that we live in a relative and contingent 
universe and can do without God and salvation. I do not have to 
imagine the doubts and uncertainties people feel when the demands 
of the gospel confront them. But I am also convinced that the Chris
tian world view is adequate intellectually, factually and morally. And 
I delight in this opportunity to share with others the evidence I have 
discovered. 2 

It would seem that if Pinnock is successful, then those who desire to have 
a reason for their belief will be able to find it. 

Perhaps even Alvin Plantinga and Nicholas Wolterstorff, Reformed 
scholars who have essays in this volume, may seem to be more sympathetic 
to the claims of reason than was Calvin. For they are ready to argue that 
it is indeed perfer;tly ratic.na! to believe in God. But perhaps this is too 
hasty, and they may be closer to Calvin than might appear. For Calvin's 
"crafty" despisers of God may be construed as holding that it would not 
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be rational for them, in their present circumstances, to believe. And they 
may be challenging Calvin and his successors to make it rational, by sup
plying them with something which they do not now have, presumably a 
reason for belief. But Plantinga and Wolterstorff, I think, completely re
ject the project of making theistic faith rational. Like Calvin they have 
no intention of providing unbelievers with reasons to believe or, for that 
matter, of providing believers with reasons to continue in their faith. And 
so they may be, after all, not very far hom the position of the Institutes. 

But what then is the point of their arguments about rationality? As 
I understand it, their claim is thar theistic faith is not to be made rational. 
Rather, it is already rational, just as it stands. Unbelievers do not need 
to be provided with something which they do not now have, in order that 
their conversion may be rational. They are already in circumstances in 
which it would be reasonable for them to believe. And believers are not 
properly subject to the charge of irrationality. For their faith is perfectly 
rational. 3 

But what of those theists who, though they believe, can give no rea
son for their belief? They have no argument for the existence of God, 
they cite no evidence, and so on. Is their belief indeed rational? Plantinga 
and Wolterstorff reply that it certainly is. Indeed, the main line of their 
argument is that, perhaps contrary to much common assumption, theistic 
belief has absolutely no need of reasons and evidence in order to be ra
tional. It is rational to have belief in God as one of your "basic" beliefs
that is, as a belief which is not held on the basis of any other belief. And 
they hold, for the most part, that the characteristic and preferred way to 
hold theistic beliefs is in this basic way. The mature and well-instructed 
believer will have no reasons for his faith. (I say that this is their view 
"for the most part" because in a curious article Wolterstorff appears to 
deny it. I come back to that later.) 

Permissions and Reasons 

In thinking about this claim it is important not to overestimate its 
strength or its consequences. It is not as strong as it might at first seem. 
Plantinga and Wolterstorff claim that belief in God is rational. Those 
who have it at all have it rationally, and those who do not have it would 
be rational in adopting it. But this does not entail that atheists are irra
tional in their atheism or that it would be irrational for believers to aban
don their faith. And convincing someone that it would be rational for 
him to believe in God does not amount to giving him a >cason for belie'ing 
in God. And so there would be nothing paradoxical or perverse in some
one's agreeing that it would be rational for him to believe in God and 
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yet cheerfully persisting in his atheism. Or, to put all of these points more 
carefully, that is the way things are, given the Plantinga-Wolterstorffsense 
of "rationality., 

The reason for this is that these philosophers construe rationality 
as equivalent to a moral (or quasi-moral) permission. For me to have a 
belief rationally is for me to be within my rights, my epistemic rights, 
in holding that belief. If I violate no rule of intellectual morality in hold
ing the belief, then I am justified in holding it, and I hold it rationally. 
My rational beliefs, then, are those which I am permitted, within the bounds 
of intellectual morality, to hold. 4 

It is a feature of the logic of permission, however, that a permission 
is not equivalent to a duty and that a person may have, and often does 
have, equally good permissions for two or more incompatible courses of 
action. We recognize this all the time in ordinary (nonepistemic) contexts. 
I may be perfectly well within my moral and legal rights in walking down 
the sunny side of the street. It does not follow that I ought to walk on 
the sunny side, that I have any sort of duty to do so. For it may also 
be within my rights to walk on the shady side. Consequently, the fact that 
I am permitted to walk on the sunny side cannot itself be a reason for 
walking there. And there is nothing perverse or paradoxical in a person's 
agreeing that he has a right to walk on the sunny side but continuing to 
walk on the shady side. For that, too, may well be within his rights. 

In just the same way, if we construe rationality as a sort of epistemic 
permission, then the fact that a certain belief is, or would be, rational 
is not a reason for holding it. And there would be nothing queer (or 
uncommon, for that matter) in rejecting beliefs which one recognizes 
as rational. 

There might, of course, be some other, perhaps stronger, sense of 
"rational" in which the fact that a belief is, or would be, rational is a strong 
reason- maybe even a conclusive reason- for adopting it. And, given that 
sense, it would be strange to admit the rationality of the belief but to 
reject the belief itself. The claim that theistic belief is rational in this stronger 
sense, however, would require different arguments from those which Plan
tioga and Wolterstorff marshall. And their actual claims are couched in 
terms of the weaker sense of rationality. 

Their claims, however, though not as strong as might at first appear, 
are not inconsequential for Christian faith. For while the fact that a belief 
is rational, in this sense, is not a reason for holding it, the rationality does 
eliminate a possible reason for not holding it. Again, this has its parallel 
in nonepistemic contexts. If it were illegal to walk on the shady side, that 
would be a reason, I suppose, for not waiking there. if someone, however, 
could show that it was not in fact illegal- we had simply misunderstood 
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the law, perhaps- then the apparent reason for not walking there would 
disappear. In the same way, the fact that a certain belief would be irra
tional is a reason (though perhaps not a conclusive reason) for not holding 
it. If someone could show that it is not, in fact, irrational, then this ap
parent reason disappears. Now there might be people who would believe 
in God were it not for the fact that they think that such a belief would 
be irrationaL And there might be believers who are unsure about their 
faith, who are perhaps even on the point of abandoning the faith, because 
they suspect that their belief is irrationaL If there are such people, then 
the Plantinga-Wolterstorff line of argument may help them. For it will 
eliminate this barrier which stands in the way of their believing. 

Positive and Negative Apologetics 

Are there really any people like that, people who would believe in 
God (or who would continue believing) if only they could be convinced 
that it was rational to do so? This question may be usefully compared 
with another. Are there people who would believe in God (or who would 
continue believing) if only they could be convinced that there was some 
positive reason, some evidence, in favor of that belief? Since (as we have 
already noted) the fact that a belief is rational is not a reason in favor 
of it, these are two different questions. And the first is a special case of 
a more general question, that of whether there are people who would be
lieve were it not for something which they take to be a reason against 
holding that belief. A person who thinks that there are people of this sort 
may well think it to be useful to engage in what we may call "negative" 
apologetics. That is, he may think it useful to show that apparent reasons 
against theistic belief (for example, the problem of evil and such) are not 
as strong as they appear, that they will not stand up under careful scrutiny, 
and so on. Negative apologetics consists of refuting and rebutting argu
ments against the faith. Plantinga and Wolterstorff apparently do believe 
that such things are useful, and their arguments for the rationality of reli
gious belief appear to be examples of negative apologetics. 

A person who believes that there are people who would believe if 
they had reasons which supported the faith might well think it useful to 
engage in "positive" apologetics. This would be the attempt to provide 
such reasons- arguments for the existence of God, for example, or some 
such thing. The history of Christian thought, of course, provides many 
examples of positive apologetics. 

Some people, however, who take negative apologetics to be useful 
are not at all enthusiastic abou~ pcsitivc apologetics. Since the two ques
tions about the circumstances under which people would believe are dif-
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ferent, it is possible to return different answers to them. And it may in 
fact be characteristic of Reformed theology to make just that distinction. 
At least, in the curious article to which I referred earlier, Wolterstorff 
maintains that Reformed theology does characteristically return different 
answers to these questions. (And he apparently endorses this approach 
himself.) He says that the Reformed tradition has been "skeptical of the 
benefit of giving evidence" but also that it has "characteristically gone 
on the attack against objections to Christianity." s And he tries to explain 
why this is so. 

Why are Reformed thinkers skeptical of the value of positive apolo
getics? Here arises one of the curious features of this article. We might 
have expected Wolterstorff to say that it is because one needs no evidence 
for belief in God: it is rational to believe without a reason. But in fact 
he says almost the opposite. Speaking of a typical case of unbelief, Wol
terstorff says, "What the Reformed person would suspect as operative in 
this and other cases of unbelief is not so much insufficient awareness of 
the evidence, as it is resistance to the available evidence." 6 And so the 
Reformed analysis of unbelief, according to Wolterstorff, is that people 
already have plenty of evidence but they resist it. So it is not useful to 
give them any more evidence. 

It is not easy to see what to make of this way of speaking about 
evidence, given the other views about the rational status of theistic belief. 
Maybe it represents a deep ambivalence in Reformed thought, a tendency 
to oscillate between holding that belief in God is backed by plenty of evi
dence and holding that it involves no evidence whatever. But anyway, if 
what Wolterstorff says here is correct, then the general thrust of the tradi
tional "world-based" theistic arguments- arguments such as the cosmo
logical and the teleological- must be correct. For Wolterstorff suggests 
that it is the "richly complex design of the cosmos and of ourselves" which 
constitutes the universal evidence for God's existence. And this is just the 
sort of thing on which such arguments focus. Of course, one or another 
such argument may be faulty in its formulation, but the general idea of 
such argumentation must be correct, and not only in the minimal sense 
that there are sound arguments of this sort for the existence of God. Such 
arguments would also be correct in that they would formalize the grounds 
on which believers actually held their faith, and they would express evi
dence on which unbelievers could actually adopt the faith. 

Perhaps, however, Wolterstorffs reference to evidence here is simply 
an inadvertence, not to be taken very seriously. For he also says that Cal
vin did not believe that we infer God's existence from the world's design. 
And there is some reason to think that Wolterstorff may be cor:fu~ing 
the concept of evidence with something else. He claims (and also attrib-
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utes the claim to Calvin) that human beings have a natural tendency or 
disposition to believe in God and that this disposition is triggered or ac
tivated by our observation of the beauty and wonder of the world. 7 And 
it looks as though he may be taking this fact-the activation of a disposi
tion to believe- as equivalent to evidence for the resulting belief. But that 
would be a mistake. 

In general, the fact that a certain circumstance, event, and so on
call it "C" -activates a disposition to form and hold a certain belief, B, 
does not at all make C evidence for B. Some men, for example, apparently 
have a disposition to believe that they are wonderful entertainers, and this 
disposition is activated by drinking two or three cocktails. That fact, how
ever, does not make the existence of alcohol evidence that these people 
are great entertainers. We need not deny either the disposition or its trig
gering mechanism in order to maintain that the resulting belief is ground
less. In the same way, the mere fact that the design of the world naturally 
triggers a belief in God does not constitute that design as evidence of 
the existence of God. And people may resist the activation of that dis
position without thereby resisting evidence. 

No doubt there are cases in which something which triggers a disposi
tion to believe is also evidence for the corresponding belief. (In fact, we 
may have a general disposition to believe in accordance with evidence.) 
But the triggering relation and the evidential relation are not identical. 
Maybe the design of the world is, after all, good evidence for the existence 
of God. But the fact that it naturally triggers the belief does not show 
that it is. And perhaps Wolterstorff, given his unenthusiastic attitude to
ward positive apologetics, would not be much interested in trying to show 
that it is. 8 

Reason and Rationalization 

This possible ambivalence about evidence, however, is not the only 
(or even the most interesting) curious feature in this article. The second
and this one apparently does run deep in Reformed thinking- involves 
the differing responses to our two earlier questions, the different attitudes 
toward positive and negative apologetics. The Reformed apologist, were
member, is described as "skeptical of the benefit of giving evidence," but 
he goes "on the attack against objections to Christianity." Is there a ra
tionale for this difference? Wolterstorff believes that there is, and he tries 
to derive it from the Reformed analysis of unbelief. But in fact that analy
sis does not support this divergence of attitude. 

Suppose we ask some unbeliever why he does :~ot believe, and he 
responds (as Bertrand Russell claimed he would reply, even to God him-



200 GEORGE l. MAVRODES 

self), "Not enough evidence!" According to the Reformed analysis (as 
Wolterstorff presents it) this reply is not really informative if it is taken 
at face value. It does not accurately represent the real source or dynamic 
of unbelief. It expresses, not the rationale of unbelief, but rather its ra
tionalization. It conceals- indeed, its purpose is to conceal- the real source 
of unbelief. The facts of the case are that (on one interpretation) the un
believer has plenty of evidence or (on the other interpretation) that he 
needs no evidence. In either case he is resisting something, either evidence 
or a natural disposition, and this resistance is driven by a sinful desire 
not to acknowledge God. The unbeliever says he does not believe be
cause he has no evidence, but we know better. He does not believe because 
of sin. 

Well, what to do? Here, Wolterstorff claims, we can learn something 
from Freud and Marx, for they uncovered and analyzed some of the other 
rationalizations which also infect our intellectual lives. And what we can 
learn here is that 

Given its sources, the way to relieve someone of an ideology 
or rationalization is not to lay in front of him or her evidence for 
its falsehood. Usually that won't work. One must get at those hidden 
dynamics and bring them to light. Critique or therapy, rather than 
presenting evidence, is what is required. 9 

Well, perhaps so. At least, assuming that the analysis is correct, there 
is something plausible, even if not compelling, in the prescription. But 
now think of asking another unbeliever why he does not believe. He says, 
"Because I have counterevidence. I have objections to theistic belief. It 
is irrational, and there is the problem of evil, and so on." Not really a 
surprising response. But the curious thing is that Wolterstorff appears to 
accept this response at face value. He treats it as if it were really infor
mative, and not merely as a rationalization. It is apparently worthy of 
being met "head-on" and is not simply to be circumvented by therapeutic 
procedures. The Reformed apologist goes on the attack against such ob
jections. And so the apologist argues- actually seriously argues -that 
theistic belief is rational rather than irrational, that the problem of evil 
can be solved, and so on. Is not that a curious response? 

Why does not the Reformed apologist rather say, ''All this talk about 
counterevidence, objections, irrationality, the problem of evil, and so on, 
is just a smokescreen, a mere rationalization. It is useless to argue about 
such things. It would be futile to produce theodicies and defenses with 
reference to evil, or to show that theistic belief is rational after all. These 
alleged objections are symptoms of a deep-seated resistance against ihe 
truth of God. What is needed is therapy, the evangelist's analogue of the 
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psychoanalyst's couch. When the resistance is overcome, the objections 
will not amount to a hill of beans!" 

I do not know why the Reformed thinker does not respond in this 
way. Whatever reason there is for thinking that "No evidence!" is a ration
alization also supports the judgment that "I have objections!" is a ration
alization. In fact, it would be a little surprising if a deep-seated and sinful 
resistance to God did not give rise, in sophisticated people, to rationaliza
tions in the forms of objections, counterarguments, and so on. And if 
rationalizations call for therapy, why then therapy it should be. 

We may nevertheless still feel that there is something useful in re
futing objections-in showing that the occurrence of evil is not incom
patible with God's existence, for example, or in showing that we violate 
no intellectual duty in believing in God. And this suspicion, I think, is 
correct. 

This suspicion parallels another, a suspicion about the propriety of 
positive apologetics. If we think that unbelief is basically a matter of re
sistance, then there is something plausible, as I said before, in undertaking 
some therapeutic procedure. But that is not the only plausible response. 
If we think that someone is resisting or ignoring evidence, then we might 
try to make that evidence still more insistent, more explicit, and so on. 
That, too, seems to be a plausible response. And that, of course, is what 
the positive apologist tries to do. He tries to find something which the 
unbeliever already knows and acknowledges, and to show that this ac
knowledged fact supports, in one way or another, the belief that God ex
ists. And both of these approaches, that of the apologist as well as that 
of the therapist, strikes us, I think, as plausible. 

The apologist, of course, is not bound to be successful. Every valid 
argument is reversible. Someone who is determined to remain an atheist 
at all costs can always buy consistency by denying the apologist's premise, 
even if this means giving up some previously acknowledged conviction. 
In this way a sound argument may make its hearer more ignorant than 
he was before. But the possibility of failure is not peculiar to the apologist. 
Unbelievers can, and often do, resist nonapologetic endeavors to bring 
them into the faith. Many attempts to dissolve or circumvent the noetic 
effects of sin by nonevidential means produce no noticeable results. Ac
cording to a famous Reformed acronym, indeed, the grace of God is ir
resistible. Perhaps it is, but the methods of his human servants, whether 
of the apologetic or therapeutic variety, do not seem to share fully in that 
efficacy. 

We are, then, in something like the following position. We can agree 
with Wolterstorff that it is plausible to undertake "critique and Iherapy"' 
in the case of someone who pleads insufficient evidence as his reason for 
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unbelief, and that it is also plausible to "go on the attack" against objec
tions to the faith. But also (and apparently against Wolterstorff) we want 
to hold that it is plausible to meet the charge of insufficient evidence "head
on" by trying to make the available evidence plainer and more explicit. 
And we can also hold that it is plausible to undertake nonevidential pro
cedures to deal with objections and counterarguments. 

Belief and Unbelief 

Must a person who thinks in this way therefore reject Wolterstorffs 
Reformed analysis of unbelief, the analysis which proceeds in terms of 
sin and resistance? No, or at least not completely. What he needs is the 
claim that the epistemic situation is complex, especially so in the case of 
deep-running beliefs which are intimately connected with many aspects 
of one's life, both cognitively and otherwise. When we direct our attention 
to certain aspects of that complexity, then the evidentialist approaches 
seem plausible. But other aspects of the same complex make noneviden
tialist procedures seem attractive. Wolterstorff seems to focus upon one 
sort of aspect when he considers people who complain about lack of evi
dence, and on the other sort of aspect when objections are raised. But 
it would be better to recognize the complexity of both sorts of cases. 

Perhaps the complexity arises in more than one way. For one thing, 
unbelievers are not characteristically walking textbooks of logic, any more 
than are believers. They are not monoliths of single-mindedness and con
sistency. No, in them there is a mixture of motives and a mixture of prin
ciples, not all of them readily harmonizable. In theological terms we might 
say that in them there is both the image of God and the mark of the beast, 
and that (at least if they are in any real way "hearers" of the Gospel) both 
grace and sin abound in their lives. Any realistic appraisal of how they 
can usefully be approached with the truth of theism, or of Christianity, 
must take into account the mixed character of their own situation. 

There may also be other sources of complexity. Maybe we do not 
yet have at hand an illuminating model of epistemic realities, either as 
they are or as they ought to be. Plantinga and Wolterstorff work within 
the structure of "foundationalist" epistemology. In this scheme every be
lief is either "basic," and so held without evidence and on the basis of 
no other beliefs at all, or else it is "derived." If it is derived, then it is 
held on the basis of those other beliefs from which it is derived and which 
provide it with whatever support it may have. The relations of derivation 
<md support are strictly or:e-way, and so de!"ived beliefs must ultimately 
get their support from basic beliefs. One naturally thinks of the model 
of a building, in which each brick rests on one or more other bricks until 
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one comes to the foundations, which rest upon no part of the stru.:ture 
at all. But perhaps this scheme is somehow too simple. 

Readers of this volume who are theists might usefully try the follow
ing experiment on themselves. Pause for a moment and consider your own 
belief that God exists, just as it stands right now. (Non theist readers might 
consider some comparably deep-running component of their own belief 
systems.) Is that belief, as it functions right now in your own intellectual 
life, based upon some other beliefs which you hold? And if so, what arc 
those other beliefs, and how is the belief in God's existence based on them? 
(That is, by virtue of what relation do these other beliefs support this 
one? Do they entail it, for example, or render it probable, or what?) It 
will not be surprising if many readers are puzzled by this reflection and 
find themselves at a Joss to answer these questions. For some very sophisti
cated and thoughtful people, who have considered these questions at great 
length, are apparently in a similar quandary. Plantinga, for example, some
times argues that the belief that God exists is properly basic, and that 
it will in fact be basic in the cognitive system of any mature and well
instructed believer. But at other times, or in other moods, he suggests that 
this belief is not basic but derived, and that the theist's really basic beliefs 
are something like God made the world, or God helped me when I wa.~ 
in trouble, or God speaks to me when I read the Bible, or something of 
the sort. 10 Now, these latter beliefs are themselves religious and theistic 
beliefs. They seem openly to be about God and so on. And so the claim 
that the belief that God exists is derived from them is not exactly like 
the claim that it is derived from some more neutral-sounding belief such 
as Some things change or Arctic terns perform marvelous feats of naviga
tion. But, then, it is not very much like the claim that God exists is basic, 
either. What are we to make of this ambivalence? Why does not Plantinga 
come down firmly on one side or the other, opting either for the basicality 
or the derivative character of God exists? At the very least, why does he 
not tell us what status it holds in his own belief structure, that of a so
phisticated believer who has long pondered these questions? One has the 
impression that he is unable to settle these questions to his own satisfaction. 

In a well-settled and stable building every brick has a firm place. 
Either it sits on top of some other part of the structure, or else it does 
not. Must we suppose that there is some comparable fact about Plan
tioga's cognitive structure- that the belief that God exists either is or is 
not in the foundations, and that is all there is to it? If so, why the am
bivalence? Is it that though there is a fact there, Plantinga is not in a good 
position to discover it? Is it that he cannot get a good clear view of his 
own cognitivt: Si.ruci.ure? Well, perhaps. It is certainly a possibility. But 
recognizing this possibility will probably make us more tolerant of a per-
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son who claims that in his epistemic building some other beliefs are the 
basic ones and properly so. 

Alternatively, we might come to suspect that the ambivalence arises 
because there is no such fact there to be discovered. That is, we may suspect 
that the picture of the building with its firmly placed bricks is not a suit
able model .of our intellectual.life, and that somehow- though we may 
not know just how- the real situation is different or more complicated. 

In any case, we can retain the Reformed analysis of unbelief without 
any compulsion to take up different attitudes toward the propriety or util
ity of positive and negative apologetics. And if it seems plausible to us, 
as it does to me, to suppose that negative apologetics may sometimes be 
appropriate and useful, we may also, without any logical difficulty, sup
pose the same of positive apologetics. 

Alternative Projects 

There are, of course, still other projects which we may have in mind 
when we undertake to examine faith and reason. We may, for example, 
simply want to set the record straight. That is, we may simply want to 
register, "for the record," what we take to be the truth in the face of some 
contrary claims by an unbeliever. In that way we do not let the claims 
of unbelief go unchallenged, though in recording our challenge we may 
not concern ourselves greatly with the question of just who may benefit 
from it. 

Setting the record straight, however, may be attempted in more than 
one way. If some atheist asserts that belief in God is irrational, for exam
ple, we might content ourselves with merely contradicting him. We would, 
that is, simply assert that belief in God is rational, and let it go at that. 
But, on the other hand, we might try to go further, producing some argu
ment in an attempt to prove that theistic faith is rational. That would 
be a different and more ambitious project. 

The atheist, too, might have attempted to go further. He might have 
put forward some argument in support of his charge of irrationality. In 
that case we would have at least three alternatives by way of setting the 
record straight. We could simply assert that the faith is rational, or we 
could produce a positive argument in support of its rationality, or we could 
undertake to refute the atheist's argument. Between them Plantinga and 
Wolterstorff engage themselves in versions of all three of these projects 
in this volume. (But it may be significant that Plantinga does not put forth 
a positive argument to support his view that theistic belief is, or can be, 
properly basil:.) 

But now, what of the atheist who asserts, not that theistic belief is 
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irrational, but rather that it is false? He claims, that is, that there is no 
God. Might we not want to set the record straight on that point also? 
If so, then we have again two alternatives which parallel those pertaining 
to rationality. We may simply assert that there is a God, or we may try 
to support this claim with some argument. If the atheist puts forward some 
argument of his own in support of his atheism, then we have three alter
natives, again paralleling the earlier triad. We may simply assert that there 
is a God, we may support that claim with an argument, or we may try 
to refute the atheist's argument. 

Both Plantinga and Wolterstorff assert without hesitation that there 
is a God. In that way they set the record straight against this sort of atheis
tic claim. And Plantinga, at least, also engages in the project of refuting 
arguments which purport to show that there is no God. He has written 
extensively, for example, in refuting various atheistic arguments from evil. 
But both Plantinga and Wolterstorff suggest that there is something very 
suspect, to say the least, about undertaking the third alternative, that of 
providing a positive argument in favor of theistic belief. There is a "Re
formed objection" to this project. 

Against a person who argues that belief in God is irrational, then, 
one can set the record straight in three ways. But if he argues that belief 
in God is false, we can set it straight in only two ways. We cannot, or 
should not, produce a positive argument in favor of theistic belief. Or 
so, at least, it is suggested. And why should that be? 

Well, maybe we cannot reply to the atheist in the third way because 
there simply are not any good arguments for God's existence. Of course, 
some people try to reply in this way, like Pinnock, but their arguments 
are failures, defective in some important way. And nobody can do better. 
According to this view there just is not any good natural theology to be 
found. If this is true, then we would have an explanation of why positive 
apologetics cannot be a way of setting the record straight. 

Now, in fact Plantinga sometimes appears to believe that there are 
not any good arguments for God. In God and Other Minds he examined 
several traditional lines of argumentation and concluded that they were 
defective. And in this volume he asks again whether these arguments, sin
gly or together, constitute proofs of God's existence. His answer is "no 
doubt they don't."ll In the same place, however, Plantinga says that these 
arguments probably do provide evidence for God's existence, even "suffi
cient" evidence. And the ontological argument, he says, "is just as satis
factory, I think, as any serious argument philosophers have proposed for 
any important conclusion .... The ontological argument provides as good 
gr-c!.!n!ls for the existc)").C(! of God a:; Jocs any serious pnilosophical argu
ment for any important philosophical conclusion." 12 But if natural theol-
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ogy can be that good, as good as the best arguments anywhere in serious 
philosophy, good enough to provide sufficient evidence for belief in God, 
then why should not it too be part of setting the record straight? And 
why should we not put forward these powerful arguments as proofs of 
God? According to what standard do they fall short of being proofs? 

In God and Other Minds Plantinga said: 

What the natural theologian sets out to do is to show that some 
of the central beliefs of theism follow deductively or inductively from 
propositions that are obviously true and accepted by_ nearly every 
sane man (e.g., some things are in motion) together with proposi
tions that are self-evident or necessarily true. 13 

This is put forward as a criterion of success in natural theology. Perhaps 
Plantinga also takes it, or something very much like it, to be a criterion 
of success in the project of proving something. And perhaps it is against 
this standard that the theistic arguments are judged to be failures. 

This criterion is a curious mixture of stringency and laxness. It is, 
on the one hand, highly restrictive of the premises to which a natural theo
logian may properly appeal. These premises, if they are not necessary truths, 
must be either self-evident (that is, I suppose, such that no one could pos
sibly understand them without believing them) or else obvious and be
lieved by nearly every sane man. It is easy to see that many attempts at 
theistic argumentation, regardless of what their virtues may be, fail to meet 
this requirement. Popular versions of the teleological argument, for exam
ple, generally begin with some remarkable feature of the natural world, 
such as the amazing navigational abilities of the arctic tern. But it is not 
a necessary truth that arctic terns have these remarkable abilities, nor is 
the fact that they do a fact which is believed by nearly every sane man. 
Millions and millions of pe·~ple, maybe even half the people in the world, 
have never heard of arctic terns and have no beliefs at all about them. 
And so those arguments do not satisfy the Plantinga criterion. 

In one respect, however, this criterion is strangely lax. For, as it stands, 
it allows the natural theologian to use as a premise just any necessary 
truth which he pleases. The other clauses in the criterion stress the require
ments of obviousness and universal acceptability. But necessary truths, 
though of course they are true, need not be at all obvious or believed by 
nearly every sane person. So there might be arguments which satisfy this cri
terion even though they have very obscure and doubtful premises indeed. 

More importantly here, there may be theistic arguments which satisfy 
this criterion. Indeed, maybe Plantinga himself has developed such argu
ments. In The Nature of Necessity he puts forward a couple of versions 
of the ontological argument and then says: 
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What shall we say of these arguments? Clearly they are valid; 
and hence they show that if it is even possible that God, so thought 
of, exists, then it is true and necessarily true that he does. The only 
question of interest, it seems to me, is whether its main premiss
that indeed unsurpassable greatness is possibly exemplified, that there 
is an essence entailing unsurpassable greatness- is true. I think this 
premiss is indeed true. Accordingly, I think this version of the On
tological Argument is sound. 14 

Now, if these arguments are indeed sound, then the proposition God exists 
is not only true; it is necessarily true. But every necessary truth follows 
logically from some other necessary truth. In fact, every necessary truth 
follows very simply from some other. For consider any proposition, p, 
no matter how obscure. If p is a necessary truth, then so also is 

(1) p, and 3 + 5 = 8. 

And p follows from (l) by one of the most elementary operations in logic. 
So if Plantinga is right about the necessary truth of God exists, then the 
derivation of God exists from a conjunction such as (1) would satisfy his 
criterion for success in natural theology. 

It may be said that if God exists is in need of a proof, then so also 
is (1). That may be right, but as it stands, Plantinga's criterion takes no 
account of such facts. That is why I say it is strangely lax. Perhaps, how
ever, that is merely inadvertent. It would be in the spirit of this criterion 
to strengthen it by restricting the acceptable necessary truths to those which 
are obvious and universally believed, just as the contingent premises are 
restricted. That would make the criterion uniformly stringent. And just 
this amendment is apparently accepted by Plantinga. He believes that his 
own version of the ontological argument is sound, and its premises (if 
they are true at all) are necessarily true. But he says of it: 

It must be conceded, however, that argument A is not a suc
cessful piece of natural theology. For the latter typically draws its 
premises from the stock of propositions accepted by nearly every 
sane man, or perhaps nearly every rational man. 15 

And he is correct in recognizing that the premises of his argument, even 
if they are necessarily true, are not universally accepted. 

Now when the Plantinga criterion is strengthened in this way, it is 
very restrictive indeed. "The stock of propositions accepted by nearly every 
sane man" is, I would suppose, a very small stock, and in all probability 
not very much of in:erest follows from it. P!antinga is al;nost surdy right 
in thinking that no piece of natural theology is successful in terms of this 
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criterion, and that no other piece of serious philosophical argumentation 
satisfies it either. But so what? 

We can, if we wish, define terms such as "proof' and "natural the
ology" in terms of this highly restrictive criterion. In that case there will 
be no successful theistic "proof." Or we can reject that definition and pro
pose some other. In that case there may well be a successful "proof' of 
God. But that difference, so far, would be a merely verbal one. The fact 
is, however, that every sane man knows a lot of things which are not ac
cepted by nearly every sane man. I know where I live, for example, and 
whether I had breakfast this morning, and what the weather is like as 
I write here in Ann Arbor. But the vast majority of "sane men" have no 
opinion at all about my breakfast or the Ann Arbor weather. And each 
of them, in turn, no doubt knows something which I do not. And every 
one of us can endeavor to extend his own knowledge, and that of his ac
quaintances, by reasoning and arguing on the basis of what they know, 
even if it is not universally accepted. Whether we call such arguments 
"proofs" is a matter of terminological choice. But it is a question of sub
stance as to whether such a procedure, whatever we may call ic, is one 
which is legitimate and useful as a part of Christian evangelism and nur
ture. That brings us to the second part of this paper. 

A REASON FOR BELIEVING 

Rational Ambitions 

A person who wants his beliefs to be rational, in the Plantinga
Wolterstorff sense, has so far put forth a minimal ambition for his beliefs. 
His desire is analogous to that of a person who wants his actions to be 
legal. Many people, in fact, have that desire about their own actions, and 
there is nothing wrong with it. But hardly anyone satisfies himself with 
such a minimal ambition. Most people also want something else for their 
actions. They hope that they will be profitable, for example, or pleasant, 
or useful, or something of the sort. Now, the desire that one's actions 
be legal is itself a legal desire. But, in most systems of law it is also legal 
to desire, and to strive for, something more than mere legality in one's 
actions. It is generally legal, that is, to strive to make your actions useful, 
pleasant, and so on. In a similar way, a desire for one's beliefs to be ra
tional is itself a rational desire. That is, one does not violate any intellec
tual duty (nor, I suppose, any other duty) by having such a desire. But 
this is by no means our only permissible desire about our beliefs. Most 
people, I would think, want something more than rationality for their be-
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liefs. At least some of these additional ambitions must themselves be in
tellectually permissible. And so we must remember that the desire for our 
beliefs to be rational is not the only rational desire about our beliefs. 

Now one persistent and common desire which people have for their 
beliefs is that those beliefs should be true, should correspond somehow 
with reality, should "tell it like it is," and so on. This truth ambition would 
seem to be a rational desire. At least it is hard to believe that a person 
who wants to believe truths so far as possible is thereby violating an in
tellectual duty. And some people who ponder the relations of faith and 
reason may in fact be wondering whether there is something called "rea
son" which can help them achieve this truth ambition with respect to their 
religious beliefs. 

Now, a desire that one's actions be legal is not identical with the 
desire that they be profitable. Nor are these desires intrinsically incom
patible. But there may be some particular action which is profitable, though 
not legal, or vice versa. In a similar way, it seems quite clear that the truth 
ambition should not be construed as identical with the rationality desire, 
for there may be (and no doubt there are) beliefs which are rational in 
the Plantinga-Wolterstorff sense, but which are not true. It may neverthe
less be thought that rationality tends toward truth, in the sense that if 
we believe in the rational way, then we will have a good chance of approxi
mating the truth ambition, perhaps the best humanly available chance. 
Is that true? 

Rationality and Jruth 

It is not easy to formulate the question involved here in a satisfac
tory way. Consider for the moment a bizarre case. Imagine a person who 
orders his intellectual life in this way. Whenever a possible belief comes 
to his attention, he formulates it as clearly as possible in a proposition. 
Then he flips a coin. If it comes up heads, he believes the proposition 
he has just formulated. If tails, then he believes the negation of that propo
sition. This person is hardly a model of critical thinking, and no doubt 
he will often (though by no means always) believe what he has no right 
to believe. That is, he will often believe irrationally. Nevertheless, it looks 
as though this procedure will probably yield, over the long haul, about 
50 percent true beliefs. Is there some general, and humanly available, pro
cedure which gives good promise of yielding better results than flipping 
a coin? 

Well, is P-W rationality such a procedure? If a person were to believe 
only what it is rational for him to believt:, would he probably do bettt:r 
than merely breaking even in terms of truth and falsehood in the long 
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run? Initially at least it is far from clear that the answer is Yes. P-W ra
tionality is very strongly circumstance dependent. So a young woman who 
grows up in an isolated and benighted culture in which she is constantly 
surrounded by bizarre superstitions will be within her intellectual rights, 
and hence rational, in believing those superstitions herself. It would be 
too much to suppose, for example, that she has a duty to invent the germ 
theory of disease, or even that she has a duty to reject the witch doctor's 
theory which is accepted by all of her elders. But we may well suspect 
that a woman who thus accepts the beliefs of her tribe, though she is 
rational in doing so, will do worse then break even with respect to truth. 
She would do better on that score by flipping a coin. 

This observation, however, does not settle the matter. For one thing, 
we have treated this case somewhat prejudicially. It is rational for this 
woman to accept the tribal superstitions. OK. But since P-W rationality 
is only a sort of permission, it may also be rational for her to do some
thing else. Maybe it would also be rational for her to accept the germ 
theory of disease, or at least to withhold belief from the witch doctor's 
theory. She would be within her rights, that is, in doing these things, 
although, of course, it is unlikely that she would ever think of doing them. 
But if there is more than one rational option, then the choice of one of 
these options rather than the other cannot be ascribed to rationality itself. 
And if we want to assess rationality, then we should abstract from those 
other factors which influence choice. Perhaps we should therefore put our 
question in the following way. Suppose that this tribal woman also chooses 
her beliefs by some randomizing procedure, but only from among belief 
candidates which are rational for her. Will she do better, in terms of truth, 
than the person who chooses at random among all belief candidates, with 
no concern for rationality? My guess is still that she will not, and that 
in her case rationality will remain an impediment in the quest for truth. 

Someone may object, however, that we should not assess the worth 
of rationality and its relation to truth solely on the basis of "worst-case" 
examples. For there are also better circumstances. We can easily imagine 
a young man, more fortunate than the lady, who grows up in a sort of 
cognitive utopia, surrounded by elders who are almost entirely paradigms 
of wisdom and knowledge. We readily imagine that if he limits himself 
to rational beliefs, even if otherwise he selects them randomly, then he 
will do better than break even in terms of truth. And maybe that is correct. 

Let us say that a person is in "rationality-negative" circumstances 
if the sort of combination of rationality and randomness described above 
would probably yield no more than 50 percent true beliefs in the long 
run. And circumstances are "rationality-positive" if such procedures would 
do better than break even. The tribe is rationality-negative, and the utopia 
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is rationality-positive. But now, leaving aside these hypothetical tribes and 
utopias, what is our own circumstance, or that of our friends? 

Maybe it is natural to think, initially at least, that of course we are 
in rationality-positive circumstances. We must be much closer to the utopia 
than to the tribe. But it may be difficult to think of any ground for this 
confidence which is not just an assumption. After all, it may also be natu
ral for the tribal woman to believe that her circumstances are rationality
positive, and it may well be rational for her to think so. After all, if she 
accepts the elders' superstitions, then she will also believe that, by and 
large, the elders are people of wisdom and knowledge. That is, she will 
describe the tribe much as I have described the utopia. And this may serve 
to rouse some suspicions in our own minds when we find ourselves describ
ing our own situation in similar ways. 

However that may be, we may make a further distinction. If we dis
tinguish circumstances in assessing rationality, we may also distinguish 
subject matters. Leave aside science and so on for the moment and focus 
on religion. If an ordinary person in our culture were to choose his reli
gious beliefs randomly from those which would be rational for him, would 
he do better than to break even? I suspect that he would not. 

Well, maybe my own judgments here are unduly pessimistic. Maybe 
our circumstances, even vis-a-vis religion, are rationality-positive after all. 
Even so, a person might still have an ambition to do better, in terms of 
truth, than a simple reliance upon P-W rationality can achieve. That need 
not be (though it may be) a desire to proceed outside the canons of P-W 
rationality. For that rationality, I repeat, is only a permission, and it often 
permits alternatives. So a person may want some procedure to add to P-W 
rationality, a procedure which will improve his chances of truth by guiding 
him among the alternatives which P-W rationality leaves open. 

Reasons and Beliefs 

Procedures intended to have that result have often themselves been 
described or named in terms of "reason" or "rationality." It might be use
ful to consider briefly here such an alternative conception of rationality. 
Clark Pinnock, in a book already mentioned, often refers to what is rea
sonable and rational in matters of belief. He does not, I think, provide 
an explicit definition of rationality. But I suspect that he does not con
strue it simply as a sort of permission, as a matter of being within one's 
epistemic rights. For one thing, Pinnock seems to relate rationality more 
closely to truth than do Plantinga and Wolterstorff. He says, for example, 
"I take the question of truth very seriously. I do not believe we need to 
commit ourselves without reasonable grounds." 16 And he often (as in this 
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quotation) connects the notion of reason and so on with that of grounds 
and evidence. 

Now, we need not dispute at length over a definition of "rationality." 
The substance of the matter is that Pinnock thinks that there is some hu
manly available procedure which can be applied to religious matters and 
which gives ·people a good chance of arriving at true beliefs. (His own 
views of how good that chance is are rather modest. He professes only 
to achieve "reasonable probabilities." But I suppose he means them to 
be at least above 50 percent.) His preference is to talk about this procedure 
largely in terms of rationality, reasonableness, reason, and such, and in 
that he follows a long, if rather vague, tradition. But whatever we call 
it, what is this procedure and does it in fact give us a good shot at religious 
truth? 

Outlining his "model of rationality," Pinnock identifies two elements. 
One is an "interaction with the external world" which gives us a knowledge 
of reality. The second is a procedure of drawing reliable conclusions from 
this data "by thinking consistently and coherently." 17 (By the "interaction" 
Pinnock may mean only sense perception. But I think he does not say 
so flatly, and some of his discussions of religious experience would fit 
better with a somewhat broader understanding of what the interaction 
might be.) And the bulk of the book is Pinnock's attempt to apply this 
procedure to the central claims of Christianity. 

Now, Pinnock certainly seems to believe that this two-pronged method 
-interaction with the world and consistent thinking- gives us a good 
chance of getting at the truth. I suppose that he would readily hold that 
it is better than flipping a coin. But in fact he provides no reason for 
thinking so. He gives us no reason to think that a person who forms be
liefs on the basis of sense perception, or of any other apparent interaction 
with an external reality, will do better in terms of truth than a person 
who believes in a totally random manner. Nor does he give us any reason 
to suppose that what he calls consistent and coherent thinking is truth
preserving, or even that it preserves truth more often than not. There is 
no argument at all in the book in support of such positions, positions 
which are nevertheless essential to Pinnock's project. He simply scoffs 
a little at the skeptic who is likely to raise such questions, and Jets it go 
at that. Some people might be inclined to support such positions by ref
erence to the veracity and goodness of God. But Pinnock may not find 
that suggestion attractive, feeling that it would be inappropriate to argue 
from God in the opening chapter of an argument to God. 

Pinnock could, however, adapt to his own use a suggestion made 
by Plantinga and Wolterstorff. These latter philosophers say, we ren1em
ber, that people have a natural tendency or disposition to believe in God. 
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Pinnock might well say that people have a natural disposition (implanted 
in them, no doubt, by God) to form and accept beliefs on the occasion 
of sense perception, or in response to other experiences, and to recognize 
and rely upon certain sorts of arguments as truth-preserving. And he can 
go on to say that he is relying on these natural dispositions himself and 
is writing for other people who are also willing to rely on them. Such 
a claim would be plausible, and at least as plausible as the thesis about 
our disposition to believe in God. There is, after all, even more apparent 
universality to reliance upon sense perception and logic than to belief in 
a God or gods. And the difficulty which we have in taking general skep
ticism at all seriously is testimony to the strength of this disposition in 
ourselves. 

There is no obvious reason, of course, why both of these claims should 
not be true. We may have several natural dispositions which pertain to 
believing. And if we do, then it would seem plausible to appeal to, and 
to rely upon, some of these dispositions in confirming the propriety of 
the others. Which of the natural dispositions would fill the various roles 
would depend upon which ones were apparently in doubt, and which ones 
accepted, in any particular case. 

I say that Pinnock may well be relying on natural tendencies. But 
a natural tendency to believe may be reliable in the following sense. It 
is reliable if proceeding in accordance with that tendency yields more than 
50 percent true beliefs. (A tendency would be perfectly reliable if it yielded 
nothing but true beliefs.) As I said earlier, Pinnock does nothing to show 
that the tendencies on which he relies are in fact reliable. But of course 
I take them to be reliable myself, and so, I suppose, do most of my readers 
here. They are, after all, tendencies on which we do in fact constantly rely. 
If we are right in that, then Pinnock's general procedure, that of appealing 
to experience and logic, does give us a good shot at the truth. We can 
expect that this method will, over the long run, probably give us better 
results than flipping a coin. We can call this procedure "reason" or some
thing of the sort, or we can if we wish give it a quite different name. Its 
reliability, and the desirability of using it, is not a function of its name. 

Perhaps then the question about positive apologetics (natural theol
ogy and so on) can be put in this way. Are there any beliefs which are 
generated by reliable natural tendencies- perhaps the tendencies on which 
Pinnock seems to rely- which support the belief that God exists? If there 
are not, then the project of positive apologetics would seem doomed to 
failure. But if there are, then it may have some chance of success. A person 
who did not find himself ready to rely on whatever natural tendency he 
may hav~ to believ;; in God might feel no hesitation with respect to these 
other beliefs. And since proceeding in this way would seem to him to prom-
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ise a good chance of satisfying his truth ambitions, he might go ahead, 
on the basis of some Pinnock-type argument perhaps, to accept the belief 
that there is a God. 

The Strength of Belief 

Here there is a last difficulty which I wish to consider. It arises most 
clearly in connection with apologetic projects such as that of Pinnock, 
which openly profess to supply us only with probabilistic arguments, though 
it also applies, I think, to evidential approaches which are not expressed 
in probabilistic terms. Suppose that we supply a person with evidence, 
and he thereby comes to believe that there is a God and so on. So far, 
so good. Or is it? Will the belief which the person acquires in this way 
be of any religious significance, or will it simply add one more to this 
person's stock of opinions? 

The question I am here raising is not that of whether propositional 
beliefs- beliefs that something is the case, such as the belief that there 
is a God- are sufficient to constitute a religion such as Christianity. I, 
at any rate, have no inclination to suppose that they are. But while not 
sufficient, some such beliefs might be necessary for Christianity. It is hard 
to see, for example, how someone could be a Christian if he did not believe 
that any god existed. And so propositional beliefs might be religiously 
significant even if they are not sufficient to constitute a religion in them
selves. Nevertheless, it is often thought that propositional beliefs will be 
religiously significant only if they are held in a certain way. Most often 
it is said that such beliefs will function properly in a religion only if they 
are held very strongly, with full commitment, and so on. But it is also 
often suggested that beliefs held upon evidence, especially if the evidence 
is explicitly partial and probabilistic, will be (or ought to be) held only 
tentatively, weakly, with less than full commitment and so on. And so 
there is the suspicion that a belief adopted on the basis of evidence will 
in fact not be a religiously significant belief. Wolterstorff suggests that 
there is at least some puzzle involved in explaining "the relation between 
believing with some tentativity that Christianity is the best explanation 
of various phenomena and adopting the trustful certitude of faith." 18 That 
is the problem I discuss here. If a person believes on evidence, will he 
have "that certainty which piety requires"? 

lt is important to note that we do not avoid this problem (or rather, 
its analogue) by advocating that religious beliefs should be held as basic 
beliefs. That a belief is held in the basic way guarantees that it is not held 
on the basis of other beliefs. It does not at all guarantee that the basic 
belief is held strongly, or with "trustful certitude," or with an invincible 
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tenacity in the face of contrary evidence, or anything of the sort. And 
in fact, when I look at those of my own beliefs which seem to be the 
clearest and most plausible candidates for being basic beliefs, many of 
them turn out to be things which I do not believe especially strongly and 
which I can easily imagine giving up if some contrary evidence should 
appear. So about basic beliefs, too, we must ask, "Will they be held strongly 
enough to perform the religious function expected of them?" And the fact 
that they are basic beliefs does not supply the answer. 

An answer may nevertheless be at hand. It seems to me that there 
is a good bit of plausibility in saying that there is a natural human ten
dency to hold religious beliefs rather strongly, if one holds them at all. 
Or perhaps the fact is that there is a more general tendency to hold one's 
"life-orienting" beliefs, whether religious or otherwise, strongly. If there 
are these natural dispositions, then we can expect that religious beliefs 
which are held in the basic way will generally be held strongly. Or possibly 
we would rather say that it is the secret operation of the Holy Spirit which 
gen~rates the required certitude in our religious beliefs. That too is possi
ble. But in either case it would be the content of the belief, and not its 
basicality, which was relevant to its strength. 

Both of these sorts of answers, however, are also available with re
spect to certainty in beliefs held on the basis of evidence. In those cases, 
too, either a natural disposition or the power of the Spirit may well gener
ate whatever intensity of conviction is necessary for spiritual and religious 
significance. Of course, we might ask whether this in fact happens. I per
sonally have no reason to suppose that people who profess to hold their 
religious beliefs on the basis of evidence characteristically believe in any 
unusually weak way. 

Plantinga and Wolterstorff, however, sometimes seem to suggest that 
such believers ought to have weak beliefs. The strength of their belief ought 
somehow to match the evidence, and so, at least if they construe the evidence 
merely probabilistically, the belief ought to fall well short of full convic
tion. So the position seems to be that while it is legitimate and rational 
to have full conviction (in theistic belief) on the basis of no evidence at 
all, it is illegitimate and irrational to have full conviction on the basis of 
partial, even though substantial, evidence. 

This doctrine does not seem to be fully persuasive as it stands. How 
could it be supported? By an appeal to authority? It is true that many 
eminent philosophers have said that our beliefs ought to be somehow or 
other proportional to the evidence. David Hume, for example, said, "A 
wise man proportions his belief to the evidence." 19 And before him John 
Locke had said "the grouuds of prouability ... are the foundations on 
which our assent is built [and] so are they also the measure whereby its 
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general degrees are, or ought to be, regulated." 20 And many later philoso
phers have echoed these sentiments. But I cannot recall that those philoso
phers have given any argument in support of this alleged intellectual duty 
or value. Are we bound to accept their judgment in this matter? 

In any case it seems clear that Plantinga and Wolterstorff cannot 
consistently accept the full-blooded doctrine of proportionality as it is 
espoused by Locke, Hume, and their many followers. For according to 
that doctrine a proposition which was supported by no evidence at all 
should be accorded zero degree of belief, or at least a degree of belief 
lower than that of any proposition which was supported by evidence. But 
this does not sound at all like that certainty which piety requires. So Plan
tioga and Wolterstorff must reject this general proportionality doctrine. 

Perhaps they favor some modified version of this doctrine, to the 
effect that beliefs which are held on the basis of evidence should have 
their strength proportional to the evidence. But if we can reject the full
blooded doctrine of proportionality, why should we not also reject this 
version? For any person, N, and possible belief, P, there are many belief
related questions we can ask. We can ask whether N believes P, how strongly 
she believes it, whether it is in her case a basic or a derived belief, whether 
she is justified in believing it at all, whether she is justified in believing 
it as strongly as she does, and so on. These are distinct questions. Con
sider a case in which a woman believes in God because the evidence favors 
that belief (and let it even be true that she would not have believed if the 
evidence had gone the other way), and she believes with full commitment 
even though she takes the evidence to be not fully conclusive. If questions 
of rationality arise, why should we not reply that it is rational for her 
to hold this belief because the evidence favors it, and it is rational for 
her to be fully committed because there is a natural human disposition 
to hold this sort of belid very strongly if one holds it at all? I know of 
no reason to think that these replies are not satisfactory, and so I think 
that we should reject the doctrine of proportionality altogether. If we do 
that, however, the present difficulty disappears. 

SUMMARY 

In this paper I have tried to distinguish two concerns, both of which 
may be put in terms of a question about rationality. Without using that 
terminology, however, one of them can be put this way: "Are we within 
our intellectual rights in believing in God?" And the other one can be 
put as: "Is there reason to suppose that belief in God is true?" In one sense 
the first of these questions is the easier to answer, and (in my opinion, 
at least) some real progress is made on it in other essays in this volume. 
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The second question is also easy to answer, in a certain sense. It 
is true that God exists, and true also that God has not left himself without 
testimony and evidence in the world. If we say such things, we shall speak 
truths. But saying them, at least in this blunt way, will in many contexts 
not be useful. And it is the useful way of answering that question which 
is hard. That requires not merely saying that there is evidence but somehow 
exhibiting it in such a way that it really does strike someone as evidence, 
so that its evidential and epistemological force becomes actually opera
tive. That is hard, and no apologist is fully successful in it. But the other 
side of that coin is that it is not impossible, and there are no doubt many 
who have been partly successful in this project. 
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The Collapse of 
American Evangelical Academia* 

George Marsden 

By the midtwentieth century being evangelical and being a scholar were 
widely viewed as incompatible traits. Indeed, by 1950 the American evan· 
gelical scholarly community was in disarray. Scattered evangelical academic 
institutions boasting a few competent scholars survived, but only in eth
nic, regional, and denominational pockets or in the intellectually suspect 
fundamentalist movement. Few outsiders took these institutions seriously 
or realized they existed. Some competent Christian scholars could be found 
in American universities, but evangelical thought would seldom have been 
counted as a part of American academic life. 

Evangelical academia, if noticed at all, seemed from the prevailing 
liberal humanist perspective the vestiges of a lost civilization. Only seventy
five years earlier almost all of America's leading colleges and universities 
had borne the deep imprint of their evangelical connections. 1 Academic 
thought had been largely evangelical thought. In 1950, however, persistent 
ideas of intellectual progress encouraged the view that traditional religious 
outlooks were declining irreversibly. Advanced scientific views were sup
posed to be replacing backward religions, superstitions, and prejudices 
throughout the world. The actual decline of evangelical academia during 
the past two generations lent credence to such hypotheses. 

The particular issue I wish to address is, What was the intellectual 
component in this demise of evangelical academia and scholarship? Was 
the collapse significantly related to the intellectual stance characteristic 

•I am indebted to Richard R. Johnson, Mark Noll, the late Dirk W. Jel
lema, and my colleagues at the Calvin Center for Christian Scholarship for their 
very helpful comments. I use "evangelical" to include theologically conservative 
Christians ·.vho emphasize the Gc:pe! rr:essage of the salvation':)[ s:nnc1s t:-.rough 
the atoning work of Christ and the authority of Scripture. 
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of nineteenth-century American evangelicals? Today this question has re
newed significance. Since 1950 American evangelicalism has begun tore
cover intellectually. This recovery has brought renewal of some thought 
patterns prominent in nineteenth-century evangelicalism. It is important 
to inquire, therefore, as to the extent these thought patterns were struc
tural weaknesses that contributed to the original collapse. Does their renewal 
involve building similar weaknesses into evangelical thought today? 

The answers will not be simple. The complexity of history precludes 
most single-cause explanations. American evangelical academia did not 
collapse simply because of an intellectual error. Comparable secularizing 
transformations occurred almost everywhere in the Protestant world dur
ing the nineteenth century. The positivist claims that modern science 
provides the only sure ground for certainty combined with the modern 
historical model of explanation in terms of origins seemed for a time a 
nearly irresistible intellectual combination. Only strongly institutionalized 
authority, as in the citadels of Roman Catholicism, was able to withstand 
such tendencies on a large scale, and then at the cost of sacrificing some 
academic respectability. 

The new ideas gained popularity in Protestant lands such as Amer
ica not simply by the force of argument but also because they provided 
explanations that fit many social trends toward secularization. 2 In Amer
ica, for instance, the long dominance of evangelicals in the colleges was 
built directly on the ethnic dominance of ''Anglo-Saxon" Protestants. Pri
ority of settlement gave this group social and economic dominance and 
hence control over private (and even much of state) education. By the late 
nineteenth century, however, ethnic and religious heterogeneity was be
coming an overwhelming reality in American culture, so that such domi
nance had to give way. Americans' professed democratic ideals in fact 
conflicted with the virtual control of higher education by one religious 
outlook. The new naturalistic and scientific explanations had the appeal 
not only of its arguments but of fitting a social need, offering a new and 
seemingly neutral basis for refashioning education. It also provided a com
pelling secular account of the dynamics of a civilization that in many areas 
was losing its religious orientation. 

Another of the many social factors contributing to the triumph of 
the new views was the rise of professionalism. Whereas in 1800 someone 
like Thomas Jefferson could be an expert in virtually every field of knowl
edge, by the late decades of the century professional specialization was 
the key to success. The rise of the universities reflected this cultural trend. 
The Ph.D. thesis, a demonstration of technical expertise in an area acces
sible only by specialists, became the prerequisite for entry into academic 
life. 3 By contrast, nineteenth-century evangelical colleges had been havens 
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for generalists, theologian-philosophers who provided the community with 
advice in economics, politics, morality, and often in natural science. The 
new specialists who were taking over by the end of the century could usu
ally outclass the old-time teachers in any of the specialties. • Moreover their 
new concept of being "scientific" meant simultaneously to specialize and 
to eliminate religiously derived principles from their disciplines. The tech
nical achievements of this new specialization thus reinforced prejudices 
against evangelicalism, which had been heavily committed to the older 
generalist approach. 

Such factors, formidable as they were, do not seem quite to account 
for the displacement of the nineteenth-century evangelical outlook turn
ing into such a total rout. One might imagine the revolution in American 
higher education having taken quite different forms. The rise of pluralism 
might not have driven out the old establishment so entirely. Excellent Chris
tian colleges (say Oberlin or Wellesley) might have continued as both ex
cellent and Christian even through the dim days for evangelicalism in the 
first half of the twentieth century. Moreover, evangelical Christian educa
tion might have made some adjustment to the university system as Catho
lic schools did. One of the most puzzling features of American academic 
life today is that even in these times of evangelical resurgence there is still 
not a full-fledged evangelical university in America. Why was the sever
ance of evangelicalism from the main currents of American academic life 
so total? 

With only social or cultural explanations the answers to these ques
tions surely would remain incomplete. The specifically intellectual factors 
are, at least, essential aspects of the picture. Most obviously the academic 
revolution involved a remarkable change among intellectuals in their view 
of authority. For evangelicals the Bible stood beside the highest scientific 
and historical authorities whenever it spoke on such matters. Moreover, 
it also spoke definitively on many areas that science by itself could not 
reach. The new combination of scientific positivism and historicism, how
ever, struck particularly hard at the Bible itself, questioning its accuracy 
at innumerable points and offering alternative naturalistic and seemingly 
scientific explanations for the rise of human religious beliefs. In simplest 
terms, the intellectual aspect of the revolution involved the replacement 
of the old authorities with the new in all but the obscure crannies of Ameri
can academia. 

In reality, of course, this intellectual revolution was much more com
plex. Battle lines were seldom neatly drawn between secular humanists 
who reverenced science and history and Bible-believing evangelicals who 
did not. Rather, a whoie spectrum of middle positi0i1s atterr.pted to recon
cile Christian faith with modern intellectual trends. Some were frank ex-
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pressions of humanist faith in mankind with a touch of Christian ethics 
thrown in. Others were modernist theologies, claiming a distinctly Chris
tian heritage but insisting that God continued to reveal himself in the best 
of modern science and culture. Others were explicitly evangelical positions 
that attempted to ground Christian faith on truths of the heart or on moral 
sentiments insusceptible to scientific or historical attack. After 1930 nco
orthodoxy provided Americans an alternative that preserved traditional 
Christian theology while keeping the core of sacred history in a transcen
dental realm likewise immune to scientific-historical criticism. 

A peculiarity of these middle positions, however, is that they flour
ished in American academia almost solely in theological institutions. They 
generated few, if any, alternative nontheological educational institutions 
or even academic organizations. The reason for this striking absence is 
not hard to surmise. Every one of these middle positions endorses to some 
degree the historical and scientific canons of the day. They thus main
tained cordial relations with American academia by conceding its virtual 
autonomy. Their solution to the crisis in. authority was to grant the au
thority of the new science and history, but to emphasize that this authority 
was limited to certain secular domains. Picking up and vastly accentuat
ing a theme present in the thought of their evangelical predecessors, in
deed found in almost all Christian thought, they now rested the entire 
weight of their apologetic on the point that Christianity went far beyond 
that which mere scientific reason could reach. They differed from most 
of their predecessors, however, in suggesting that Christianity had to do 
only with the aspects of things wholly immune from scientific or historical 
inquiry. Secular institutions, accordingly, were the proper location for such 
inquiries. 

More traditional evangelicals, however, are the focus of the present 
inquiry. During the twentieth century they did not concede that Christian
ity involved exclusively the aspects of things beyond scientific and his
torical inquiry. The Bible, they insisted, was an historical book in some 
ordinary ways, even if it was also God's revelation. Many of its claims 
were in principle susceptible to the same sorts of intellectual analysis as 
any other claims. Faith and scientific reason were not at odds. 

Why was this view, once dominant in America higher education, 
so preemptively banished from most of American academia? Why did 
proponents of this view lose virtually all their institutional strongholds? 
Was there some defect in their defenses of biblically based Christianity 
and its proper relation to reason, especially scientific reason? 

The most incisive analysis of this subject appeared in a 1961 essay 
by a Princeton philosopher, James Ward Smith, "Religion and Science 
in American Philosophy." 5 Smith pointed out that among American Prot-
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estants there was no crisis of science versus religion associated with the 
first, or Newtonian, scientific revolution. The American Puritans and their 
heirs, by and large, embraced the new science with enthusiasm. Their ac
commodation of Protestantism to science, however, was "superficial." With 
the notable exception of Jonathan Edwards, says Smith, their accommo
dation involved simply adding the corpus of modern scientific knowledge 
to the body of ideas they accepted. They saw these conclusions of modern 
sciences as additional evidence for the theistic argument from design. Such 
reconciliation of the new science with Christianity was superficial because 
they did not closely examine or challenge the speculative basis on which 
the modern scientific revolution was built. Rather than challenging mod
ern science's first principles, they came to be among the chief defenders 
of these principles. They were entirely confident that objective scientific 
inquiry could only confirm Christian truth. 

Despite Christians' struggles with Deism and Enlightenment skepti
cism, this reconciliation of Christianity and modern science by the method 
of addition generally worked well until the second scientific revolution, 
that associated with Darwin. Suddenly, rather than the prestige of modern 
science lending support to Christianity, the supposedly neutral scientific 
methodology turned its forces directly against Christian thought. Out of 
nowhere, it must have seemed, came an unprecedented scientific assault. 
The Christian community, having thoroughly trusted science and the scien
tific method, had welcomed them, even parading them as their staunchest 
friends. So, according to Smith's thesis, this superficial accommodation 
left them with no defenses when the celebrated ally proved to be a heavily 
armed foe. No'mere Trojan horse, we may add, had been imported into 
the Christian citadel. The very foundations of their defensive walls had 
been built by Greek philosophers and their modern scientific heirs and 
hid massive forces potentially hostile to the Christiain religion. 

Elaborating such themes briefly, we can see that rather than sup
porting the old argument from design, nineteenth-century science sud
denly produced a series of alternative explanations for the apparent order 
and purpose in reality. The divisions of the intellectual armies of this revo
lution usually had two features in common. They claimed for themselves 
the full prestige of the positive scientific methodology. They also had 
adopted (as it turns out, quite paradoxical\y) later-nineteenth-century his
torical assumptions. That is, they viewed reality, not as essentially stable 
with fixed truths, but as essentially in process of development. The scien
tific methodology was applied to explaining that development, with the 
assumption that such developments could be understood best in terms 
of naiurai forces observable by scientific method itself. These ass:.;mp
tions, that life was best viewed as processes and these processes were sus-
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ceptible to scientific analysis, were behind most of the major intellectual 
assaults offering alternatives to the Christian explanations of reality. Dar
winism offered accounts of the origins of life, of design, and of human 
intelligence itself. Freudianism added naturalistic explanations for the 
human sense of meaning, of love and beauty, and of religion itself. Marx
ism, and similar social explanations, claimed to explain the meaning and 
apparent direction of history. They offered as well an alternative basis 
for social ethics. Biblical criticism turned the fire power of such scientific
historical explanation point-blank on the origins of Hebrew religion and 
the Bible itself. With awesome swiftness the edifice built by the method 
of addition that had worked so well for Christians in accommodating Chris
tianity to the first scientific revolution had been demolished by the second. 

Smith's basic thesis, here considerably elaborated- that the fault in 
repelling this assault, or even in sensing that it was coming, involved a 
defect in the American evangelical method of reconciling faith and science 
-warrants more detailed analysis. Particularly, we can look at how 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century American Protestants characteristically 
viewed. the issues concerning faith and reason. We can ask whether their 
approach was as essentially naive as in retrospect it might seem. And we 
can consider what we might learn, positively or negatively, from their ap
proach and their experience. 

THE BACKGROUND: THOMAS REID 

Until after the Civil War almost all American evangelical theolo
gians built their discussions of faith and reason on principles drawn, at 
least in part, from the Scottish "Common Sense" school of philosophy. 
The progenitor of this important school was Thomas Reid (1710-96). 6 

Americans also studied Reid's followers, Dugald Stewart, James Beattie, 
Thomas Brown, and William Hamilton, some of whom (especially Hamil
ton) modified Reid's views considerably, but in general the Americans' 
views were readily identifiable as belonging to the Reid ian school. 7 

One of the firmest commitments of Reid and his American followers 
was to the British inductive-empirical school of thought associated with 
Francis Bacon and Isaac Newton (and more generally with John Locke) 
concerned above all to establish a firm base for inductive scientific inves
tigation. Reid himself was a great admirer of Bacon, the early seventeenth
century philosopher of science. The influence of "Lord Bacon" on Reid, 
Dugald Stewart observed ~pproving!y, "may be traced on almost every 
page." 8 Bacon had taught Newton, said Reid in one of his encomiums, 
"to despise hypotheses as fictions of human fancy." Newton in turn dem-
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onstrated "that the true method of philosophizing is this: from real facts 
ascertained by observations and experiment, to collect by just induction 
the laws of nature." Such reasoning from "chaste induction" was a type 
of "probable" reasoning rather than demonstrative deduction, yet its firm
est results were no less certain than those of mathematics. "Probable" evi
dence, said Reid, often involved many strands, like the twisted filaments 
of a rope, rather than one argument, yet "many things are certain for which 
we have only that kind of evidence which philosophers call probable." 
Evidence from induction, Reid emphasized, "is the only kind of evidence 
on which all the most important affairs of human life must rest." 9 

By Reid's time, however, the classical foundations on which such 
inductive scientific inquiry ultimately rested seemed to be crumbling. Clas
sical foundationalism, as it is now sometimes called, was the ideal in the 
Western philosophical heritage since the time of the ancient Greeks, that 
a sure structure of knowledge could be built on the absolutely firm foun
dations of indubitable certitudes. Typically these foundational certitudes 
included our states of consciousness (such as, I am awake), self-evidently 
necessary truths (such as I + 2 equals 3), and perhaps those things evident 
to the senses (I am sure I see a tree over there). Such foundationalists 
typically maintained that these fundamental certitudes did not need to 
be held on the basis of any other beliefs that one held. They could be 
taken for granted without demonstration. 10 David Burne, however, an older 
contemporary of Reid, raised serious questions as to whether such cer
tainty was possible in empirical scientific investigation. By the mideigh
teenth century John Locke's account of the mental operations involved 
in empirical knowledge had been widely accepted. External objects, said 
Locke, stimulate the senses in such a way as to imprint "ideas" of them
selves on our minds (which prior to such imprintings were blank). Hume, 
however, took a skeptical stance toward this account. For instance, he ques
tioned whether we can be certain that these ideas occurring in our minds 
correspond to anything outside the mind itself. Reason thus seemed to 
undermine the certainty of the immensely popular scientific empiricism. 

Reid's reply to Burne's skepticism revealed his explicit intention to 
establish a new foundationalism on which inductive science could be based. 
''All knowledge got by reasoning," he says, "must be built on first prin
ciples." He adds that "This is as certain as that every house must have 
a foundation." Furthermore, some, though not all, of these first principles 
"yield conclusions that are certain." 11 Reid's account of these first prin
ciples arose from his subtle analysis of the psychological mechanisms by 
which people arrive at those beliefs they take to be self-evident or certain. 
The conciusion was inescapable, he argued, that our knowledge rests on 
first principles, or "basic beliefs" (as they are called in this volume), that 
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rest on nothing other than the fact that we find ourselves compelled to 
hold them. Along with classical foundationalists he said that such foun
dational principles "seldom admit to direct proof; nor do they need it." 
These are "the foundation of all reasoning, and of all science." 12 

Reid differed from the classical foundationalists principally in that 
his close look at those beliefs that peopie were in practice virtually com
pelled to hold yielded a considerably expanded set of first principles. Not 
only did he include states of consciousness, self-evidently necessary truths, 
and those things evident to our senses, he affirmed also that virtually all 
normal adults inevitably hold such basic beliefs as the connection between 
cause and effect, the general regularity in nature, the predictability of some 
human behavior, the relationship between past and present, the existence 
of other minds, the continuity of one's self and of others, the reliability 
of their clear and distinct memories, the trustworthiness of the testimony 
of others under certain conditions, and the difference between right and 
wrong. Reid even held that certain beliefs about beauty were compelled 
in all normal people, and hence universal ("I never heard of any man who 
thought it a beauty in a human face to want a nose.") 13 People seldom 
hold any of these beliefs on the basis of reasoning. Rather they are basic 
beliefs, beliefs not established by arguments, but caused immediately by 
"common sense," or the belief-producing faculties that underlie all 
reasoning. 14 

Reid's concern was to reestablish a basis for our certainty about our 
knowledge of the real world. His philosophy was in this sense a type of 
"realism," sometimes called "Common-Sense Realism." That there was 
surely a connection between our certain beliefs and the real world, exter
nal to our minds, was itself a dictate of common sense, not susceptible 
to rational demonstration. Only philosophers or crackpots, he was fond 
of pointing out, would construct theories that would cast doubt on these 
common-sense beliefs. Locke's theory of "ideas," for instance, suggested 
that the immediate (or most direct) objects of our knowledge are our ideas 
about reality. This speculative theory opened the door for the Humean 
objection that perhaps he had access only to our ideas. In fact, Reid in
sisted, all normal people find themselves compelled to believe that they 
directly and immediately experience the external world itself. As to the 
skeptical philosophers who claimed to doubt such things as the existence 
of the external world, even they ducked when they went through low door
ways. 

Notably, Reid does not include belief in God among the common
sense first principles. Though as far as I know he doe5 not explain this 
omission directly, the reasons seem plain enough. For a principle to be 
a common-sense principle it had to be common to virtually all normal 
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adults in all nations and ages. Of course, we do not believe these first 
principles because we find them to be universal; that would be believing 
them for a reason. We believe them because we are forced to by the con
stitution of our natures. Nonelheless, universality is a test for identifying 
common-sense principles. A negative test is that a person devoid of such 
beliefs would nearly everywhere be considered a lunatic. Reid says: "All 
men that have common understanding agree in such principles, and con
sider a man as lunatic, or destitute of common sense, who denies or calls 
them into question." 15 Belief in God does not meet this test. 

Moreover, in asserting this universality of common-sense principles, 
Reid is eager to establish the basis for a universal science. Disagreements, 
he says, often terminate in appeals to common sense. Such disagreements 
could be avoided if "the decisions of common sense can be brought into 
a code, in which all reasonable men shall acquiesce." Such a universal 
code would be a great boon to logic. "And why," Reid adds, "should it be 
thought impossible that reasonable men should agree in things that arc 
self-evident?" 16 Clearly, a matter so much disputed as belief in God would 
not qualify as a universally held common-sense foundation stone for such 
definitive science. 

Reid, however, was a moderate Presbyterian, and belief in God 
played a significant, though often implicit, role in his philosophy. Reid 
held that the existence of a Supreme Being could be demonstrated by a 
simple, but irrefutable, process of reasoning. Starting characteristically 
with a common-sense principle "which we get, neither by reasoning nor 
by experience," Reid made the major proposition of his argument "That 
design and intelligence in the cause, may with certainty be inferred from 
marks or signs of it in the effect." If then we accept as the minor propo
sition that "there are, in fact, the clearest marks of design and wisdom 
in the world of nature," then we must conclude that there is a wise and 
intelligent cause. 17 

This simple argument from design appears to play an incidental role 
in Reid's philosophy, but the "Creator," the ''Almighty," and "the wise Au
thor of our nature" are mentioned constantly in Reid's writings. The Cre
ator has constituted nature and all beings in it with the relationships they 
have. "The laws of nature," he says with regard to scientific inquiry, "are 
the rules by which the Supreme Being governs the world." 18 All other be
ings "must depend upon the nature God has given them; the powers with 
which he has endowed them, and the situation in which he has placed 
them." 19 Reid is careful not to argue from the existence of a wise Creator 
to the reliability of common-sense first principles (which require no argu
ntent); nonetheless, wben he speaks of beiiefs determined by "the consti
tution of human nature," 20 he certainly has in mind that these belief-
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mechanisms and the world that they encounter are constituted by the 
Creator. 21 

Reid's frequent mention of the Author of our natures reveals an im
portant feature about his thought and that of his nineteenth-century 
American followers that distinguished their outlooks sharply from later 
discussions . .Almost all philosophies since the later nineteenth century have 
assumed "the evolution of self-consciousness." 22 An implicit premise usu
ally has been that our mental mechanisms arose simply from natural causes. 
Such accounts often make what humans call "truth," or at least a good 
portion of it, a matter of convention. Since our mechanisms for knowing 
about reality are evolving, "truth" changes with our cognitive develop
ment. Furthermore, cultural evolution, a major category of recent thought, 
often has been interpreted to suggest that "truth" is largely relative to time 
and place, almost wholly a matter of conditioning and custom. 

The naturalistic and evolutionary assumptions on which such atti
tudes are based were totally foreign to Reid and his nineteenth-century 
American admirers. They took it for granted that the universe was packed 
with fixed laws placed there by intelligent design. Reid introduced the fact 
of evidence of design in the universe as a proposition in his argument 
for the deity with hardly an explanation. He did note that some ancients 
had thought "that there are not in the constitution of things such marks 
of wise contrivance as are sufficient to put the conclusion beyond doubt." 
Modern science, Reid asserted, in a characteristic eighteenth-century dis
play of the faith in a fixed order that Newtonianism inspired, proved this 
view obviously fallacious. "The gradual advancement made in the knowl
edge of nature," Reid observed without elaboration, "has put this opinion 
quite out of countenance." 23 

THE BACKGROUND: PALEY AND BUTLER 

Christians more directly concerned to defend the faith than was Reid 
himself took full advantage of the era's widely held belief that natural 
science had produced irrefutable confirmation of intelligent design in the 
universe. So the same large group of American apologists who used Reid 
as the unanswerable reply to general skepticism 24 readily employed Wil
liam Paley's popular Natural Theology (1802) to demonstrate the necessity 
of theistic belief. Both in nineteenth-century England and America his 
volume was a widely used text, so that virtually every educated person 
was acquainted with his arguments. 

Paley, like virtuaily every English-speaking thinker of the era. dis
played an implicit trust in empiricism. He claimed that his arguments were 
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built on no special philosophy except some generally accepted "principles 
of knowledge." 2 l He observed also, as Reid and others often said, that 
an overwhelmingly probable empirical case was virtually as decisive as 
a logical demonstration. Starting with his famous example of finding a 
stone and a watch and concluding that the watch must have a designer, 
Paley built up his probabilistic case by multiplying examples of apparent 
design in nature, especially in humans themselves. The eye has as much 
evidence of a designer as the telescope. Moreover, nature reveals a designer 
with personality, great power, everywhere working on a unified design, 
present at "the beginning," and (when all was considered) benevolent. 26 

The popularity of Paley reveals an important aspect of the outlook 
of eighteenth-century Britain and nineteenth-century America. Though 
the argument from design might be useful to counter adolescent skepti
cism or the village atheist, for most practical purposes the dictates of natu
ral theology were taken for granted as much by the opponents of Chris
tianity as by its friends. In an age enamored of the order of the Newtonian 
universe, few doubted that the universe had an intelligent designer. For 
practical purposes the real debate was between the Deists and the Chris
tians. So Christians and most non-Christians shared a great deal of com
mon ground, especially on first principles. Both agreed that the universe 
was designed by a Creator who built into it law-structures that humans 
could discover through scientific procedures. The ghost of David Hume 
seemed safely enough laid to rest by the likes of Reid and Paley, so that 
the key question for the apologist was not natural religion, but revealed 
religion, that is, the Bible. 

On this topic the immense popularity of another eighteenth-century 
figure suggests some of the characteristic assumptions of the nineteenth
century American apologists. Even more than Paley's work, Bishop Jo
seph Butler's The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed (1736) (which 
in one American edition enjoyed over twenty printings)2 7 left its mark 
on nineteenth-century American thought. Butler too endorsed empirical 
inductionism as the only safe avenue to the truth. 28 Moreover, as was com
monplace, he emphasized that his arguments for Christianity were cu
mulative and only pointed toward a probability, and did not yield dem
onstrative proof or absolute knowledge. Nonetheless, he remarked in an 
often-quoted statement, "Probability is the very guide to life." 29 

Butler's arguments provided some counterparts to those of Reid. Reid 
established on practical grounds, rather than on argument from evidence, 
the necessity of trusting in common-sense principles. Butler started at a 
similar point. Making observations about what we are obliged to believe 
about nature, he z.~g;..:ed for Christianity not by p;:-esendng a proof, but 
by pointing out that virtually the same objections that might be lodged 
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against biblically revealed religion could be made against that which we 
absolutely rely on as true in nature. Thomas Reid recognized this affinity. 

I know no author who has made a more just and happy use of 
analogical reasoning than Bishop Butler, in his "Analogy of Reli
gion." In that excellent work, the author does not ground any of 
the truths of religion upon analogy as their proper evidence. He only 
makes use of analogy to answer objections against them. When ob
jections are made against the truths of religion, which may be made 
with equal strength against what we know to be true in the course 
of nature, such objections can have no weight. 30 

CHRISTIAN AND NON-CHRISTIAN SCIENCE 

Reid, Paley, and Butler agreed among themselves and with most of 
the English-speaking opponents of Christianity on most of their first prin
ciples. They were confident that the laws of the human mind were attuned 
to fixed laws of nature in such a way that careful empirical observation 
would yield truth. The empiricist tradition dominating much of English 
thought was gripped by the hopes for dramatic advances in knowledge 
promised by the scientific method described by Francis Bacon. Newton 
symbolized the spectacular fulfillments of such promises. For a time this 
vision of reality was so compeiiing and the possibility of human advance 
so promising that few would challenge it. In the early nineteenth century 
this vision persisted especially in America. "The Baconian philosophy," 
said Edward Everett in 1823, "has become synonymous with the true phi
losophy." 31 So great was the reverence in America among scientists, theo
logians, and most academics for this ideal that a recent historian's phrase, 
"the beatification of Bacon," seems aptly to describe it. 32 

This blanket endorsement of the Baconian-Newtonian scientific 
assumptions and method, shared by Christians and non-Christians, had 
the important implication that, outside of theology, Christians did not 
consider themselves to belong to any special school of thought. Science, 
built on firm foundations universally recognized, and proceeding to vir
tual certainty by careful Bacononian principles of induction, would yield 
the same results to all inquirers. Christians, who had the advantage of 
trusting special revelation, had access to some facts that non-Christians 
refused to acknowledge. Nonetheless, since the Creator had built a defi
nite set of laws into nature and provided laws of the human mind that 
guided our access to nature's laws, in almost all areas Christians and non
Christians stood on exactly the same footing. Thomas Jefferson, for in-
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stance, might be an infidel, but the Declaration of Independence spoke 
of rights of mankind "endowed by their creator" "self-evident" to allY 
Such areas were in the domain of science and could be analyzed without 
recourse to any special Christian teachings. 

These assumptions were extremely influential in shaping early Ameri
can thought and in setting the course of much of American public policy 
-especially toward education. Their influence is evident, for instance, in 
virtually all the college texts prior to the Civil War. Francis Wayland, Amer
ica's most successful college text writer of this era, provides an excellent 
example for seeing this influence. Wayland, the president of Brown Univer
sity, was an ordained Baptist minister and a thoroughgoing evangelical. 
Of his three major texts, The E(ements of Mora( Science (1835), The Ele
ments of Political Economy (1837), and The Elements of Intellectual Phi
losophy (1854), the first deals most explicitly with questions of the rela
tions of science to faith. Ethics, he holds, is as much a science as physics: 
specifically it is "the Science of Moral Law." Wayland was convinced that 
the laws of morality, essentially "sequences connected by our Creator" 
of rewards and punishments for various acts, could be discovered "to be 
just as invariable as an order of sequence in physics." These moral laws 
may be known by three means: by conscience, by natural religion, and 
by biblical revelation. These three are thoroughly complementary, differ
ing only in their degrees of certainty and usefulness. Conscience, though 
certainly providing a universal sense that there is such a thing as right 
or wrong, does not clearly reveal some important moral laws (as obliga
tions to universal forgiveness) and is often overcome by base passions. 
Additional moral laws can be discovered by the purely inductive scientific 
procedures of natural religion- by observing the rewards and punishments 
God has provided for various acts. Natural religion, however, is an im
per feet moral guide also. 34 

Hence a further revelation is required. The moral precepts of revealed 
religion are "in perfect harmony" with those of natural religion. Revealed 
religion only goes beyond natural religion. It provides some facts (as about 
the Atonement or the afterlife) that we could not discover otherwise. The 
Bible also is "directing us to new lessons, taught us by nature." These clues 
point us to see how the moral laws observable in nature confirm the pre
cepts taught in Scripture. "So complete is this coincidence, as to afford 
irrefragable proof that the Bible contains the moral laws of the universe; 
and, hence, that the Author of the universe- that is, of natural religion
is also the Author of the Scriptures." 33 

Wayland's method in Moral Science accordingly is to "derive these 
moral laws from natural or from rcvea!ed religion, or from both, <iS C:iay 
be most convenient for our purpose." So, for instance, on Sabbath laws 
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he starts with Scripture and confirms the laws from nature. On laws of 
property he starts with a mixture of principles from nature and from Scrip
ture. "Everything we behold," he says, "is essentially the property of the 
Creator," and God reveals how he wants us to use our property. God's 
will, however, is in perfect accord with scientific analysis, or natural relic 
gion. For instance, God reveals that private ownership of property is proper, 
but this is well demonstrated by economic science which has shown the 
favorable consequences such an arrangement produces. 36 

A peculiar feature of this way of relating Christianity to the sciences 
shows up, however, when we look at Wayland's other texts. While the Chris
tian might want to integrate his scientific work with biblical principles, 
by showing their mutual confirmations, he might just as legitimately deal 
with the issues as purely scientific ones, with no reference to explicitly 
Christian considerations. The assumption behind this thinking was that 
the law structures in creation that science discovers could in no way con
flict with scriptural principles. God had created one set of laws. He had 
endowed us with various means of learning of these laws- including the 
firm principles of common sense. 37 One could therefore proceed purely 
on universally accepted principles of science with no fear of conflicting 
with the Bible. 

So in Elements of Political Economy Wayland treats his subject as 
though it were a purely objective science. He acknowledges in his preface 
that almost every question in political economy could be discussed in moral 
philosophy. "He [Wayland writes of himself] has not, however, thought 
it proper in general, to intermingle them, but has argued economical ques
tions on merely economical grounds." For with ethical questions, Wayland 
maintains, "Political Economy has nothing to do." Rather, questions of 
economics deal with whether an economical act is "wise," questions that 
can be settled on inductive grounds. 38 

Wayland's economics is essentially a defense of free enterprise, at
tempting to explicate the natural system of rewards and punishment (work 
is rewarded, idleness is punished) that controls economic activity and should 
not be interfered with. Certainly he thought these were no less God's laws 
because they could be discovered scientifically. Moreover, Wayland does 
not refrain from introducing Christianity by the back door. A demon
strable economic fact, he argues, is that the spread of Christianity leads 
to improvement in education, raising of moral standards, and increases 
in gross national product. "How much greater benefits does North Amer
ica confer upon the world," he asks rhetorically, "than it would if it were 
peopled by its aboriginal inhabitants?" 39 

A number of twentieth-century commentators have suggested that 
Wayland's approach was basically a species of secularization. Martin Marty, 
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for instance, suggests that a characteristic form of secularization in 
nineteenth-century America was for Christians to acquiese in a division 
of labor, separating the "religious realm" from the secular and the scien
tific. 40 Wayland's wholly scientific approach to Political Economy and 
Intellectual Philosophy, 41 for instance, then was inadvertently paving the 
way for the gradual fading away in the second half of the century of bibli
cal confirmations or the idea of Jaws of God. Since technical texts in fields 
such as economics or philosophy did not make these issues explicit, later 
nineteenth-century thinkers could drop the implicit assumptions entirely 
with little struggle against Christian alternatives. William Graham Sum
ner, successor to Wayland as America's leading economist and originally 
trained for the ministry, remarked that early in his professional career he 
put his religious ideas in a drawer; years later he opened the drawer and 
found the beliefs gone. 42 Christian thinkers' encouragement of the inde
pendence of science certainly fostered such a quiet, but devastating, revolu
tion in much of academia. 

Similar tendencies appear in evangelicals' approaches to the natural 
sciences. On the one hand evangelical scientists in midnineteenth-century 
American colleges proclaimed themselves true Baconians, defenders of 
pure objective inquiry. On the other hand, since all laws were God's Jaws, 
inescapable evidence of benevolent design, their science was thoroughly 
"doxological"- never ceasing to lead us to praise the wisdom of the Cre
ator. 4 3 They did not lack, then, zeal to relate Christianity to their science. 
Yet the way they did it was to grant scientific inquiry virtual independence, 
consistent with Baconian principles of objectivity. The only proviso was 
that whatever Jaws were discovered by this autonomous scientific method 
must be acknowledged as evidence of the wise design of the Creator. As 
several historians have pointed out, this amounted to a "rickety compro
mise" between piety and the ideal of absolutely free scientific inquiry. 44 

Natural science was an especially important building block in the 
edifice of evangelical thought. Far from incidental or peripheral, natural 
science was supposed to demonstrate design in the universe and hence, 
as Paley showed, provide important evidence for theism. Moreover, Bishop 
Butler's analogies suggested striking harmonies between natural and bibli
cal revelation. Evangelicals placed a great deal of weight on the claim that 
these two sources of knowledge would never conflict. In fact, however, 
by the midnineteenth century such harmonies were being severely strained. 
Geology had forced admission that Genesis allowed much greater time 
periods than previously thought. Numerous other scientific theories in 
conflict with Scripture were in the air. In fact collapse was imminent. 

Evangelical apologists, however, continued to iely (Hl Lhe argument 
from design with great displays of confidence. 45 Typical is "The Harmony 
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of Revelation and Natural Science," delivered in 1850-51 as part of a series 
on evidences of Christianity at the University of Virginia (where once the 
enlightened thought of Jefferson had prevailed). The author, L. W. Green, 
president of Hampden-Sydney College, insists that "The theology of natu
ral science, then, is in perfect harmony with the theology of the Bible." 
Science "starts with one instinctive principle, one intuitive conviction, of 
the invariable connection between a CAUSE and its appropriate effect." 
Looking at nature with this intuitive principle, we inexorably are led to 
a "First Great Cause." At the same time we have an irresistible intuitive 
conviction of the "relation between right and wrong, that there is a moral 
element in man, and a moral law in the universe, that the highest power 
and the highest right are at one, and both are enthroned, supreme over 
all worlds." These two intuitions, then, an intuition of sufficient causes 
and a moral intuition (or, perhaps, a "moral government" intuition), se
cure human belief in a God of order, design, and benevolence. No amount 
of scientific evidence, thought Green, could dislodge the conclusions drawn 
from these intuitively based beliefs. Science could only add evidence of 
God's astonishing design. Astronomy could discover new worlds, geology 
might discover new ages, extinct races and species, and incalculable ages 
for the earth, "yet would the Christian welcome joyfully, and appropriate 
each successive revelation." 46 

THE EVIDENCES OF CHRISTIANITY 

In the meantime, so long as evangelicals were thoroughly convinced 
that science must support theism, natural theology was not so much their 
concern as was the defense of the authority of the Bible. 47 Indeed the 
Bible was the key issue. For American evangelicals prior to the era of Dar
win the chief opponents were Deists and Transcendentalists. Each defended 
a form of theism known through nature. The real apologetic problem 
seemed to be, not whether nature pointed toward God, but whether the 
Bible pointed to the same God. This issue was of supreme importance 
for Protestants in the age of Enlightenment. America was in unique ways 
a Bible civilization, the land of Scriptura sola. 48 Major issues of the sur
vival of Anglo-Saxon and Christian civilization seemed to rest on the ques
tion of the authority of the Bible. In a civilization where in practice the 
authority of science was seldom challenged, a crucial need seemed to be 
to demonstrate the congruence of the two authorities. 

The evangelical views of the relationships between faith and reason 
appear most clearly in their arguments used to demonstrate that the Bible 
was indeed the revelation of the same God known in nature. 

Mark Hopkins, famed evangelical teacher ("The ideal college is Mark 
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Hopkins at one end of a log and a student on the other"), states as typi
cally as anyone the case for Christianity as it stood at midcentury. "Truth 
is one," Hopkins insists. "If God has made a revelation in one mode, it 
must coincide with what he has revealed in another." Hopkins presumes, 
therefore, that we can proceed from what we know with certainty- that 
which nature reveals- to settle the matter in dispute- the claims of Chris
tianity. Either Christianity harmonized with known truths or it did not. 
If it did, there was every reason to expect that a scientific inquiry could 
assemble an overwhelming accumulation of evidences of that harmony. 
"The Christian religion admits of certain proof," he declares accordingly. 
All that is required to see this proof is to approach the evidence, not with 
the prejudices of skeptics, but "in the position of an impartial jury." "This 
course alone," says Hopkins in Baconian tones, "decides nothing on the 
grounds of previous hypothesis, but yields itself entirely to the guidance 
of facts properly authenticated." 49 

Common-Sense philosophy was the starting point of this inquiry. 
The dictates of common sense provide us with considerable knowledge 
about nature and human nature. So we should be able to test the con
gruence of Christian claims with this intuitive and indisputable knowl
edge. Hopkins agreed with the prevailing opinion that although we were 
not born with innate ideas, our minds were endowed with innate powers 
that inevitably led us to certain beliefs. 50 The commonality of these powers 
and beliefs throughout the race established the "common ground" from 
which philosophy and the proof of Christianity could proceed. 51 Humans, 
said Hopkins, were obliged to rely on the authority of their faculties, such 
as states of consciousness, sense perceptions, memory, testimony, and 
reasoning, each of which could, under the proper circumstances, yield vir
tual certainty. Moreover, Hopkins pointed out in typical common-sense 
fashion an equally firm basis for certainty is "reason" (to be distinguished 
from reasoning) by which one perceives "directly, intuitively, necessarily, 
and believes, with a conviction from which he can not free himself, certain 
fundamental truths, upon which all other truths, and all reasoning, prop
erly so called, or deduction are conditioned." 52 These immediate, nonin
ferential beliefs include much the same list as Reid had proposed, such 
as the existence of the self, the existence of other personal and rational 
beings, the existence of the material world, the relationship of cause and 
effect, the continuity of past and present, mathematical axioms, our sense 
of choosing, of freedom, and of obligations and responsibilities. "By Reid 
they were called principles of common-sense, and by Dugald Stewart fun
damental laws of belief." 53 

With this common ground to work from, Hopkins could proceed 
with a major preliminary step in his defense of Christianity: showing that 
what the Bible reveals is fully consistent with what we already know through 
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nature and natural revelation. "If," he says, "it can be shown that Chris
tianity does not coincide with the well-authenticated teachings of natural 
religion, it will be conclusive against it." That biblical revelation passes 
this test establishes a presumption in its favor. On this point Hopkins' 
arguments are similar to Bishop Butler's in pointing out the many analo
gies between the two revelations, hence suggesting a single author. Each 
revelation, 'for instance, leaves us with incomplete knowledge, not forcing 
all its truths upon us, and hence leaving us some freedom of judgment 
and inquiry. The Bible may not be perfectly clear, but then neither is a 
great deal of what we trust completely in nature.H 

More positively, Hopkins maintained that he could show that the 
Christian religion was ideally adapted to the human condition as revealed 
in nature. "There is a harmony of adaptation," he says, "and also of anal
ogy. The key is adapted to the lock; the fin of the fish is analogous to 
the wing of the bird. Christianity, as I hope to show, is adapted to man." 
The human religious nature furnished considerable presumption in this 
direction. To suppose that the Creator would have created this virtually 
universal tendency toward religion in mankind and yet not have provided 
for him a proper object for it "is like supposing that he would create the 
eye without light." Since every theist (and Hopkins could assume that few 
in his audience would deny theism) agreed that God was a "moral Gover
nor," they should also admit that such a good Creator probably would 
reveal himself w his creatures. Moreover, the glaring moral defects of the 
race made a revelation such as the Bible's seem even more likely. "If a 
rational being, capable of religion," says Hopkins, "had lost the moral 
image, and consequently the true knowledge of God and it should be the 
object of God to restore him, it could be done in no other way than by 
a direct revelation." 55 

The suitability of Christianity to the known character of humanity 
is evidenced especially clearly in the correspondences of its moral teach
ings to human moral needs. Nature revealed a system of morality, of re
wards and punishments (as Wayland similarly argued). The Bible taught 
precisely the same system, 56 but only more precisely, fully, and explicitly. 
"In fact," says Hopkins, 

moral philosophy, and political economy, and the science of politics, 
... are, so far as they are sound, but experience and the structure 
of organized nature echoing back the teachings of Christianity. What 
principle of Christian ethics does moral philosophy now presume 
to call into question? 57 

Each of these considerations added a strand to the rope that was 
to form an unbreakable link between what was known from nature and 
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what was claimed in Scripture. To establish Christian truth these Protes
tants, of course, considered it essential to establish the full authority of 
the Bible. Such authoritative claims, they held, should be susceptible to 
analysis. As in almost every other area of life, it should be possible to 
produce the evidence that would distinguish the genuine revelation from 
the pretenders. Such evidences might be an accumulation of considera
tions that, taken as a whole, would be compelling. It would be strange 
indeed if the true revelation lacked at least enough supporting evidence 
to establish a strong presumption in its favor. 

The arguments for the Bible's authenticity as God's revelation ap
pealed to two areas where human science had access. The moral and reli
gious content of Scripture could, as we have seen, be tested against what 
was known about morality and religion by simply looking at nature and 
human nature. In addition, the historical claims of Scripture could be 
examined like any other historical statements. These two approaches con
verged in one of the strongest arguments for the Bible's authority. Natural 
religion and moral philosophy confirmed that the moral teachings of Scrip
ture were unsurpassed. The presence of this exalted moral teaching helped 
confirm the honesty and integrity of the authors of Scripture in their other 
claims. "It is incredible and contradictory," says Hopkins, "contrary to 
all the known laws of mind, to suppose that men whose moral discrimina
tion and susceptibilities were so acute- who could originate a system so 
pure, so elevated, so utterly opposed to all falsehood- would, without 
reason or motive that we can see, deliberately attempt to deceive mankind 
concerning their highest interests." 58 

To this evidence of the integrity of the biblical writers could be added 
a host of other historical considerations. Prophecies had been fulfilled. 
The sixty-six books were marvelously unified. Ancient church authorities 
whose memories reached back to the first centuries affirmed the integrity 
of the writers and attested their complete trust by being willing to die 
for their beliefs. The New Testament writers showed similarly total con
fidence in their claims, and many became martyrs. Their theological claims 
were confirmed by miracles, to which these authors were eyewitnesses. No 
contemporary witnesses refuted these miracle claims, even though many 
thousands of people would have been in a position to do so had fraud 
been involved. 59 All these evidences confirmed that the biblical writers 
were witnesses of the highest integrity. We could rely on their testimony, 
including their claims to be reporting God's revelation, with complete 
confidence. 

Hopkins and the other evangelical writers followed Thomas Reid 
closely ir. poil>tiiig out that such evidence is "probable" as opposed to 
demonstrative, "moral" as opposed to mathematicaL Lyman Beecher ex-
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plains this use of "moral": "The difference between demonstration and 
moral certainty is, that in one case the mind sees the objects of compari
son and sees the result, which, of course, is knowledge; but in the other, 
derives its confidence from the perception of probabilities multiplying till 
they produce confidence, or moral certainty." 60 Such certainty can be
come virtually as secure as in the case of mathematical demonstrations. 
Practically all the important affairs of life, in fact, depend on reliance 
on such accumulations of probable evidence. Particularly relevant to the 
case for Christianity is that many important human activities depend en
tirely on complete reliance on the "probable" evidence of testimony. Courts 
of law, and all our knowledge of historical figures, depend almost entirely 
on such testimony. 61 Every normal adult, of course, knows that testimony 
may deceive. But just as certainly, every society rests matters of life and 
death on the testimony of witnesses of demonstrated integrity. Reason, 
of course, often must be used to assemble the evidences of such integrity, 
but when it does so beyond a reasonable doubt, humans in all ages have 
accepted such testimony as a ground of certainty. 62 To present the evi
dences for Christianity, then, is no different than what one might do in 
other important affairs of life. "The proof of the authenticity of the Holy 
Scriptures," as Francis Wayland puts it, is "only a particular exemplifica
tion of the general laws of evidence." 63 

FAITH AND REASON 

What view of faith and reason emerges from this evidentialist apolo
getic? On the face of it, it appears that these evidentialists thought that 
reason must play a very large role in support of faith. "Without reason," 
says Archibald Alexander of Princeton, "there can be no religion: for in 
every step which we take, in examining the evidences of revelation, in in
terpreting its meaning, or in assenting to its doctrines, the exercise of this 
faculty is indispensable." 64 "Reason is necessarily presupposed in every 
revelation," echoed his famous student, Charles Hodge. 6 ' Such statements 
appear more moderate, however, when we take into account their broad 
use of "reason." "Reason," as we saw in Hopkins, included reliance in 
all those common-sense faculties by which people might know things in
tuitively and directly. So Hodge used the term "reason" to include any 
capacities for understanding. "The first and indispensable office of rea
son, therefore," says Hodge, "in matters of faith, is the cognition, or in
telligent apprehension of the truths proposed for our reception." "Com
munication of truth," he explains, "supposes the capacity to receive it." 66 

When the evidentialists, then, spoke of the priority of "reason" in 
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relation to faith, that did not mean at all that a Christian's faith needed 
to be based on reasoning or arguments. They all agreed emphatically on 
this point. "It is absurd," says Hodge, "to say that no man believes in 
God, who has not comprehended some philosophical argument for his 
existence, it is no less absurd to say that no man can rationally believe 
in Christ, who has not been instructed in the historical arguments which 
confirm his mission." 67 Since Christianity was both true and perfectly 
attuned to human needs, its truth might be recognized immediately. "It 
is very possible," says Hodge, "that the mind may see a thing to be true, 
without being able to prove its truth, or to make any satisfactory exhibi
tion of the grounds of its belief." 68 Mark Hopkins explained the case as 
similar to that of the various disciples believing the evidence when they 
encountered the resurrected Christ. Some believed just by seeing him. Others 
had to hear him speak. Others, like Thomas, had to have more proofs 
and touch the actual marks of the crucifixion wounds. 69 

These observations help clarify the evidentialists' meaning of "evi
dence." As in the case of "reason," they use a broad meaning that does 
not necessarily have to do with producing arguments. So when the evan
gelical apologists make remarks like "man cannot believe, or be obligated 
to believe, without evidence" (Lyman Beecher)' 0 or "faith without evidence 
is either irrational or impossible" (Charles Hodge), 71 they are not making 
radical proposals. By "evidence" they seem to mean simply those qualities 
of something (as an object or the truth of a statement) that can make 
it evident or apparent to us. Since many things have qualities that make 
the thing immediately apparent to us, seeing the evidence for something 
need not involve having any arguments about it. 

Charles Hodge clearly explains the role of evidence and of immediate 
recognition of it in relation to belief in the authenticity of the Bible. The 
Bible contains sufficient evidence of its authenticity, as truly the Word 
of God. This evidence is of the sort that, like a truth of mathematics, 
when one properly apprehends it one simply finds onself compelled to 
believe it. One finds that the Bible "is so holy, so true, so consonant to 
right reason and right feeling, that he cannot doubt its truth." These bibli
cal truths are so compelling to those who see them aright because the 
account of human sinfulness and the provisions for holiness and atone
ment so exactly suit our condition and needs. "They are truths which have 
their foundation in our nature and in our relation to God." Whatever other 
evidences or whatever arguments one may or may not have, when he per
ceives these truths directly, he does so "on the highest possible evidence; 
the testimony of God himself with and by the truth to his own heart; mak
in~ him sec and feel that it is Lr.:t:~." 7 2 Seeing such ev1dence, then, is not 
at all dependent on being able to produce an argument or proof. 73 
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People, however, may not recognize the evidence for even the plainest 
truths. This is especially the case with biblical truths. Human sinfulness 
and moral perversity make them refuse to use their native faculties for 
recognizing God's truth. So one's moral condition can stand in the way 
of recognizing even that which is self-evident (especially when the sinful
ness that one loves so deeply is that which is being exposed and threat
ened). "Let a man who hears the forty-seventh proposition of Euclid 
announced for the first time," explains Mark Hopkins, "trace the steps 
of the demonstration, and he must believe it to be true; but let him know 
that, as soon as he does perceive the evidence of that proposition so as 
to believe it on that ground, he shall lose his right eye, and he will never 
trace the evidence." On the other hand, says Hopkins with regard to bibli
cal truth, "Let 'the mists that steam up before the intellect from a corrupt 
heart be dispersed,' and truths, before obscure, shine out as the noon
day."74 Seeing such truths might, of course, be aided by arguments. Argu
ments, however, could not compel belief. What compelled belief is just the 
seeing of the truth or, put another way, the proper seeing of the evidence. 

The acceptance of these truths on God's authority is faith. "Faith," 
says Charles Hodge, "means belief of things not seen, on the ground of 
testimony." 75 One trusts what God says and assents to the truths he pre
sents. The Holy Spirit supplies these truths to our hearts, so that the faith 
is not simply abstract belief, but saving faith. 76 "Faith is founded on 
testimony,'' says Hodge. "It is not founded on sense, reason, or feeling, 
but on the authority of him by whom it is authenticated." 77 Reason ac
cordingly precedes faith, but only in the sense that normal understanding 
is necessary to apprehend the truth before one believes it. Reason is not 
the ground of faith, even though it is essential to it. Reason involves facul
ties necessary for us to see God and what is true; our faith is in God and 
his truth. Moreover, through faith, or trust in God's authority, we learn 
truths from the Bible that reason by itself could never teach. 

Faith and reason can never conflict. This conviction is central to 
the entire evangelical outlook. God is the author of all things, so truth 
discovered in various ways will always harmonize. Faith in the irrational, 
says Hodge, is impossible. "It is impossible to believe that to be true which 
the mind sees to be false." 78 Philosophy and theology, he explains, occupy 
"common ground." "Both assume to teach what is true concerning God, 
man, the world, and the relation in which God stands to his creatures." 
Moreover, 

God is the author of our nature and the maker of heaven and earth, 
therefore nothing which the laws of our nature or the facts of the 
external world prove to be true, can contradict the teachings of God's 
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Word. Neither can the Scriptures contradict the truths of philosophy 
or science. 79 

THE HIDDEN ASSUMPTIONS 

We can return now to the central question of this essay. What, if 
anything, about this midnineteenth-century American evangelical apolo
getic made it particularly vulnerable to onslaughts of the scientific revolu
tion associated with Darwinism? Was, as James Ward Smith maintains, 
this seemingly formidable intellectual edifice in fact built on a foundation 
of a superficial accommodation to the modern scientific revolution? 

The key to the answer to this question seems to have to do with 
the relation of one's assumptions to what one knows about reality. If care
ful thinkers find arguments absolutely compelling to themselves, but these 
arguments soon are widely regarded, even by many sympathetic observers, 
as specious, chances are that the arguments rested on some questionable 
hidden assumptions. 

The evidentialist apologists were well enough aware of some of their 
basic assumptions. Charles Hodge, on whom we can concentrate as one 
of the strongest representatives of the outlook, noted that both the scien
tist and the theologian must start with "certain assumptions." First, "He 
assumes the trustworthiness of his sense perceptions." Second, "He must 
also assume the trustworthiness of his mental operations." Third, "He must 
also rely on the certainty of those truths which are not learned from ex
perience, but which are given in the constitution of our nature," such as 
every effect must have a cause and the uniformity of effects from identical 
causes. 80 

None of these assumptions appears to be especially controversial. 
Few people would want seriously to challenge the first two, and although 
some might argue that belief in cause and effect is learned, everyone but 
a few philosophers and crackpots would agree that indeed we are obliged 
to assume such beliefs as true. If there is a weakness in this Common
Sense outlook, it does not seem to lie in these acknowledged and widely 
held assumptions. 

Behind these, however, were several other assumptions that were not 
clearly recognized as such and which appear more controversial. Most strik
ing from a twentieth-century view is the immense confidence they had 
in the possibility of establishing most of one's knowledge objectively. Start
ing with the certainties of common sense and following the careful induc
tive methods of Bacunian science, they were confident one could reach 
sure conclusions, compelling to any unbiased observer, in almost every 
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aspect of human inquiry. Hodge reveals this assumption by constantly 
speaking of intellectual inquiry as the discovery of "facts." By "facts" he 
seems to mean states of affairs about reality which are true independently 
of our knowing them. Once discovered, he insists, "Facts do not admit 
of denial." "To deny facts," he says in reference to scientific discoveries, 
"is to deny what God affirms to be true. This the Bible can not do." 81 

What seems controversial is, not so much this concept of fact, but rather 
the wide application it is given. As we have seen, the evangelicals charac
teristically assumed that the Baconian method would yield indubitable 
facts in all areas: morality, political thought, economics, and religion. So 
Hodge describes the Bible as a "store-house of facts." "The Bible is to 
the theologian what nature is to the man of science." 82 Such facts revealed 
in God's Word, when properly understood, can be known with certainty 
as "logical propositions." 0 "They are so set forth, that the meaning of 
the terms employed, and the sense of the propositions themselves, are 
understood, and understood in the same way by the renewed and the 
unrenewed." 84 

The evangelical apologists, of course, recognized bias. Bias, how
ever, was something other people had. "Tell me what a man's philosophy 
is," said Hodge, "and I will ask him no questions about his theology." 8s 
They, on the other hand, considered themselves to hold no special philoso
phy. Their own views were simply open-minded, unbiased, candid, objec
tive, and scientific. 

This immense confidence rested on other hidden assumptions. The 
evangelical apologists' assurance of a high yield of objective certainty in 
intellectual inquiry rested on their assumptions about nature. Nature, they 
assumed, was ordered, intelligible, and meaningful. They saw in nature 
qualities that it would be likely to have only if it were created by a deity 
much like the God of the Bible-a benevolent Creator and Governor, in
terested in the welfare of his creatures. The existence of such a benevolent 
Creator and Governor, then, was in effect a tacit assumption of their out
look. Such a deity, they assumed further, would not systematically deceive 
his creatures by giving them faulty intellectual mechanisms. Rather, he 
would ensure that if they used their faculties responsibly, they would gain 
substantial knowledge about him and about the rest of creation. 

The type of confidence they had in common sense also was influ
enced by this assumption concerning the design of nature. While their 
convictions about the reliability of common sense may formally have rested 
(as they did in the case of Reid) on just the fact that people find themselves 
obliged to trust common-sense faculties and principles, the implications 
drawn from such observations typically went far beyond what such obser
vations by themselves would sustain. As Hodge (following Reid) remarked 
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in stating his assumptions, common-sense truths were "given in the con
stitution of our nature." Having been so purposely designed, they could 
be relied on with perfect security. Moreover, the design of nature was as
sumed to involve the creation of a single universal human nature. Hence 
the presumption was that common-sense principles were universal and un
alterable. So, as we have seen, Reid thought it possible to establish once 
for all a universal code of agreed-upon common-sense principles. 

Such assumptions greatly abetted the idea that finding truth was 
essentially an objective process of discovering the "facts." As already ob
served, most recent twentieth-century ideas of "truth" have assumed an 
evolution of self-consciousness. With process rather than design as a basic 
category for thought, "truth" tends to become far more relative to the 
observer, his time and place. "Facts" commonly are regarded as not fixed, 
but as some combination of an objective reality and interpretation im
posed by the observer. 8 6 

The weakness in the evidentialists' intellectual system, then, appears 
to be, not so much in that they started with common-sense assumptions 
and principles, but in their failure to recognize that a good many other 
assumptions were in fact functioning in their thought. The role of such 
assumptions concerning design and a benevolent Designer can be iden
tified more clearly if we take their stated assumptions and add to them 
premises antithetical to their own, such as "there is no benevolent creator" 
or even "we do not know whether there is a benevolent creator." With 
these premises even the reliability of common-sense perceptions looks less 
secure. The phenomenon that people almost always find themselves trust
ing common-sense faculties and principles, and even that for the sake of 
argument they may be obliged to trust them, does not yield a strong 
presumption that these faculties and principles are especially reliable. Cer
tainly it does not yield any presumption that these are universal through
out the race or unalterable, or that there is one set of assumptions that, 
in principle, everyone should agree to. 

The critical role of the foundational assumptions concerning design 
in nature and a benevolent Designer became most acutely apparent in the 
debate over Darwinism. Darwinism was especially threatening to the en
tire evangelical edifice because it boldly removed the presumed intelligent 
design of nature and hence the benevolent Designer. Eighteenth- and early 
nineteenth-century evangelicals, and most of their contemporaries, took 
the intelligent design of nature to be indisputably a matter of common 
sense, confirmed by a good bit of reasoning. In fact, however, if one did 
not first presuppose a benevolent Creator, the inte11igence and intentional
ity of the design was not nearly as evident as supposed. Darwin showed 
that with a premise such as "we do not know whether there is a benevolent 
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creator" the apparent design and order could be explained at least plausi
bly on other grounds. 

Charles Hodge saw this threat clearly in his famous essay What Is 
Darwinism? (1874), but he could only reassert the common sense of his 
own position. "The grand and fatal objection" to Darwinism, he said, was 
that Darwin's principle of natural selection excluded intelligent design. 
Hodge retorted: 

But in thus denying design in nature, these writers array against them
selves the intuitive perceptions and irresistible convictions of all man
kind, ... a barrier which no man has ever been able to surmount. 

Hodge bolstered this appeal to irresistible intuition with appeals to Paley 
and Butler. Paley had produced a "solid irrefragable argument'' for a De
signer, based on the inescapable evidence of design. "lf a man denies that 
there is design in nature," Hodge argued by analogy, "he can with quite 
as good reason deny that there is any design in any or in all the works 
ever executed by man." 87 

The argument was futile as far as the Western intellectual commu
nity was concerned. Hodge could claim that the conviction of intelligent 
design in nature was irresistible and universal, but large parts of the next 
generations demonstrated that in fact the belief was quite resistible and 
far from universal. Common-Sense philosophy, claiming to be objective, 
claiming to rest on no prior assumptions, had no adequate response to 
such an attack on one of its fundamental principles. The supposed objec
tivism of the system suffered from a fatal flaw. Common sense could not 
settle a dispute over what was a matter of common sense. 

Even more vulnerable in the evidentialists' defenses of Christianity 
were the other central piJlars in their arguments-the appeals to human 
religious and moral sentiments. Again, with the tacit assumption of one 
benevolent Creator these phenomena seemed to point toward a confirma
tion of Christian claims. So, as we have seen, Mark Hopkins argues, "There 
is a harmony of adaptation, and also of analogy. The key is adapted to 
the lock; the fin of the fish is analogous to the wing of the bird. Chris
tianity, as I hope to show, is adapted to man." 88 To first principles of 
morality, especially, followers of the Scottish philosophy characteristically 
assigned normative status parallel to the first principles of knowledge. 
In response to Darwinism, apologists such as Hopkins and Hodge contin
ued to appeal to the supposedly normative principles. Darwinism, they 
said, could not adequately account for universal religious and moral senti
ments. 89 The fact of the matter was, however, that Darwinism could ac
count for these phenomena, at least as far as the iogic o( the case was 
concerned. Only if one already had a tacit premise that these religious 
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and moral sentiments must have been designed for a purpose did it follow 
that they were cleariy evidence for a Designer. Darwinism, starting with 
the premise that these phenomena arose naturally, found them to be sur
vival mechanisms- primitive and prescientific ones at that. Such attacks 
left the evangelical apologetic in a shambles. Great weight had been 
placed on the analogies of biblical Christianity to what was known about 
nature. Darwin too saw the contrivances of nature and those of morality 
and religion as analogous; only in his view they were analogous means 
of survival with no further point or normative status. 

THE CLAIMS AND LIMITS OF SCIENCE 

In What Is Darwinism? Charles Hodge perceptively related the im
mediate issue to the larger questions of science and religion. "Science," 
said Hodge, was coming to have a new and more limited meaning. Etymo
logically "science" meant simply "knowledge." It has long had this broad 
meaning which Hodge himself employed. Recently, however, the meaning 
was becoming increasingly restricted. "Science" in this restricted sense was 
limited to "the ordered phenomena which we recognize through the senses." 
Such a definition gave scientists a disposition "to undervalue any other 
kind of evidence except that of the senses." 90 

This recent trend to limit the meaning of "science" reflected the 
philosophical tendencies of the day. Various popular versions of the Kant
ian distinction between the phenomena and the noumena were being widely 
circulated and adopted. Two of the most prominent defenders of Darwin
ism, Herbert Spencer in England and John Fiske in America, made much 
of this point. The knowledge that we have access to scientifically is limited 
to the realm of the observable phenomena. We know that underlying these 
observable phenomena must be some essential qualities or noumena to 
which we do not have access. All we know about these is that they must 
exist and that they have effects in the phenomena we observe. 91 So Spen
cer and Fiske posited a great "Force" or "Power" behind the universe
"the noumenon of all phenomena," as Hodge tagged it. 92 T. H. Huxley, 
another of the prominent proponents of Darwinism, went further, coining 
the word "agnostic" to describe his view. "Agnostic" fit exactly the im
mensely influential intellectual trend growing from these philosophical de
velopments. Positive science, dealing with phenomena, gave us knowledge. 
Other areas, such as religion or ultimate moral principles, were in the realm 
of the noumena or the unknowable. 93 So widely have such views of science 
and religion been adopted in Western culture that we L~n aptly desigD.ate 
the century after 1869, when Huxley invented the term, as the "age of 
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agnosticism." If the metaphysical aspects of religion were to be discussed 
at all, they were to be relegated to a realm of "mystery" insusceptible to 
scientific inquiry. 

Hodge recognized clearly enough the beginnings of this trend, but 
he had little way to counter it. His position was weakened for two related 
reasons. First, he had as high a view of the powers of pure scientific in
quiry as did his most positivistic and secularistic contemporaries. Having 
had such an exalted view of the possibility of scientific certainty, he and 
his evangelical counterparts were hardly in a position to discount prima 
facie the extravagant claims of the new science. 

The problem, however, went deeper into their basic philosophical 
stance. Hodge and his evidentialist counterparts claimed to start with a 
neutral objective epistemology that could be shared by all persons of com
mon sense. Such a view worked well enough so long as there was a general 
consensus in the culture on certain metaphysical issues. Through the first 
half of the nineteenth century substantial elements of metaphysical assump
tions of the Christian worldview survived. People generally assumed, for 
instance, that God, other spiritual beings, and normative moral principles 
were realities that were proper objects of human inquiry and knowledge. 
When this consensus disappeared, the proponents of a neutral and objec
tive epistemology had little grounds for rebuttal. The question became 
Were such areas proper areas for scientific inquiry and knowledge? But 
science itself could not settle a dispute over what was a proper area for 
scientific inquiry. This was a metaphysical question that had to be decided 
on some other grounds. 

The evangelical apologists had conceded too much. In 1871, for in
stance, Hodge had boldly stated that the solution to the seeming conflicts 
of science and religion was simply "to let science take its course, assured 
that the Scriptures will accommodate themselves to all well-authenticated 
facts in time to come, as they have in the past." 94 But again the fatal flaw 
of such objectivism appears. Who was to settle a dispute over what "the 
facts" were? The new science was excluding whole realms of religion and 
morality from "the facts." It did not help to respond, as inductivists such 
as the evidentialists characteristically did, by saying "just look at the evi
dence." Who was to settle a question of what was "evidence" or of what 
was possible evidence for what? Hodge complained, in the passage quoted 
above, that the new science tended "to undervalue any other kind of evi
dence except that of the senses." But what principle would decide what 
should be valued as evidence? Common sense might be appealed to. But, 
as already observed, a neutral common sense cannot settle a dispute over 
what is neutral common sense. 

Here is the point at which James Ward Smith appears to be right 
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in his analysis and critique of the dominant school of American Protes
tant thought prior to Darwin. With the exception of Jonathan Edwards, 
evangelicals had developed no effective critique of the first principles on 
which scientific inquiry rested. They had failed to appropriate Edwards' 
insight that the prior questions are metaphysical. There is no wholly neu
tral epistemology that can settle disputes over what areas of human knowl
edge are neutral and objective. Rather, a Christian epistemology must 
frankly begin, more or less as does that of Edwards, not only with com
mon sense but also with data derived from revelation. Our understanding 
of something of the full range of human knowledge is in important ways 
derived from our belief in a Creator who communicates to his creatures 
both in nature and Scripture. Commitment to such a view allows us to 
see in reality the evidences of spiritual things. 95 Lacking such commit
ment, the modern agnostic sees the same phenomena but does not ap
prehend their spiritual aspects. 

TWO KINDS OF PEOPLE AND TWO KINDS OF SCIENCE 

The question of how these issues might have been worked out in 
the setting of late nineteenth-century science may be clarified by a com
parison. The value of this comparison- with the response of Abraham 
Kuyper in The Netherlands- is suggested not only by the Dutch-American 
context in which this essay is written but also by the fact that the eviden
tialist and the Kuyperian traditions are two of the strongest influences 
on current American evangelical thought on faith and reason. 

Of all the countries in the Western world The Netherlands is the 
one in which traditional and evangelical Protestantism suffered the least 
serious decline in numbers and in intellectual influence during the heyday 
of science and secularism through the first half of the twentieth century. 
Furthermore, the school of thought of which Abraham Kuyper was the 
best representative and which substantially influenced the Dutch Protes
tant community differed markedly from the characteristic stance of Amer
ican evangelical evidentialists exactly at the point we have been consider
ing. Kuyper himself was not only a theologian but also the founder of 
a university and the prime minister of The Netherlands from 1901 to 1905, 
so that his views were well represented in the culture, even though never 
dominant. Of course, to suggest that the influence of Kuyper's views ac
counts for the markedly differing degree of impact traditionalist Protes
tantism had on the culture and the intellectual community of Holland 
as compared to America would be to oversimplify vastly relations of causes 
and effects. As emphasized earlier in this paper, many factors help ac-
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count for the relative intellectual and cultural strength of various religious 
movements. Nevertheless, just as the evangelical apologists articulated 
trends in relating Christianity to culture and science prevalent in nineteenth
century America, so Kuyper articulated tendencies in Dutch Reformed 
thinking that had deep roots. Thus a comparison of the intellectual out
looks, while not meant to reduce the explanation of the differing cultural 
developments to one of their intellectual components, may provide impor
tant clues for seeing how the challenges of the recent scientific age might 
have been met differently than they were in evangelical America. 

Like his American counterparts, Abraham Kuyper believed that in our 
encounter with reality we are forced to start with the common-sense opera
tions of our minds. The axioms of our thought (such a.~ consciousness 
of our own self or trust in our senses) are not susceptible to proof, so that 
"Nothing remains, therefore, but to declare that these axioms are given 
with our self-consciousness itself; that they inhere in it; that they are in
separable from it; and that of themselves they bring their certainty with 
them." 96 These common-sense starting points, as the Americans sometimes 
said also, 91 rested on "faith," as opposed to any demonstration. "By faith," 
says Kuyper, "you are sure of all those things of which you have a firm 
conviction, but which conviction is not the outcome of observation or dem
onstration." Such faith produces beliefs that are just as certain as any knowl
edge built on scientific demonstration; indeed, all scientific demonstra
tion rests on such beliefs derived from faith. "All scepticism," Kuyper 
moreover remarks somewhat extravagantly, "originates from the impression 
that our certainty depends upon the results of our scientific research." 98 

The point at which Kuyper was departing most radically from the 
American evidentialists was in insisting that spiritually derived knowledge 
of God had the same epistemic status and provided the same sort of im
mediate grounds for certainty as did everyday common-sense experience. 
Knowledge of God is founded, not upon something prior to itself, but 
rather on God himself breathing into the minds of humans. This inspira
tion, the work of the Holy Spirit in communicating from God through 
Scripture99 to humans, provides its own certainty. "The sense of this," says 
Kuyper, "stands entirely in line with every other primordial sense, such 
as with the sense of our ego, of our existence, of our life, of our calling, 
of our continuance, of our laws of thought, etc." This sense of "inspira
tion of God into the mind of the sinner" differs from the general prin
ciples of our consciousness in that it is not shared by virtually all people. 
However, many other valuable inner impulses lack this quality of univer
sality. "Think of the poet, the virtuoso, the hero. and the adventurer. The 
want of general consent is no proof of want of foundation, and often 
works the effect, that the conviction becomes the more firmly founded." '00 



AMERICAN EVANGELICAL ACADEMIA 249 

With respect to the knowledge of God the crucial element making 
this immediate knowledge far less than universal is the presence of sin 
among humans. As much as anything, emphasis on the effects of sin sepa
rated Kuyper's thought from the evidentialist, or Common-Sense, theo
logical tradition in America. Whereas in the views of the Common-Sense 
apologists sin was a factor that could prevent one from taking an objective 
look at the evidence for the truth of divine things, for Kuyper unacknowl
edged sinfulness inevitably blinded one from true knowledge of God. Al
though all people had an innate sense of God, this natural relation was 
so broken and injured by sin as to be of no use in its present state as 
a foundation for knowing God truly. Only if one recognized the broken
ness of this relationship, that is, only if one recognized one's own sinful
ness, could one recognize this sense of God for what it truly was. Such 
a recognition, however, was not fully possible without God's inspiring com
munication of special grace. 1o1 

True knowledge of God, then, could not be founded upon anything 
other than already having some true knowledge of God specially commu
nicated to one's heart. Henc~ every effort to prove God to sinners who 
lack the essential foundation for such knowledge was bound to fail. 102 

By contrast, whereas Kuyper thought unrecognized human sinfulness a 
preventative to true knowledge of God, the American Common-Sense 
apologists saw it only as an inhibitive. Sin indeed could stand in the way 
of an objective look at the facts, but the Americans remained confident 
in the possibility of an objective scientific knowledge available to all intel
ligent humans. Moreover, they saw no reason why knowledge of God could 
not be a species of such knowledge. 

Kuyper saw the problem as having to do with the concept of objec
tivity itself. Kuyper and the Common-Sense thinkers agreed that the na
ture of our consciousness forces us to believe in an organic harmony 
between subject and object. That is, we must believe that our subjective 
perceptions of reality can correspond to an actual reality external to our
selves. The Common-Sense thinkers took this correspondence as given, 
a dictate of common sense, needing no further justification. Kuyper did 
not quarrel on the immediate and common-sense status of this belief but 
observed that it was fraught with difficulties unless connected with an
other primal belief- belief in God as Creator. 103 Whatever necessity we 
might have to live by the belief in a subject/object correspondence, it could 
not by itself stand up as a basis for objective science- that is, knowledge 
for the whole race, not just for individuals. Objective scientific knowledge 
would have to have the qualities of necessity and universality. 104 In fact, 
however, sciwt1i"ic thought is riddled with subjectivity. The English, Kuy
per observed, were dropping the name "science" for all but the natural 
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sciences, apparently as an admission of the speculative nature of other 
areas of inquiry. Even in natural science, as soon as they got beyond weigh
ing and measuring, the subjectivity of the theorizing (as Darwinism showed) 
was becoming conspicuous. 

Kuyper explained the reign of subjectivity in terms of the Fall of 
mankind. In an ideal state of innocence the subject of science would be 
"the universal ego in the universal human consciousness." The object would 
be the cosmos. In such a situation universality of scientific knowledge 
would be possible, because the relations between subject and subject and 
subject and object would be so organically constituted as to ensure agree
ment in knowledge. Sin and the Fall of mankind disrupted this harmonious 
relationship among subjects and between subjects and objects. So now 
subjectivism reigns. Each subject is inclined "to push other subjects aside, 
or to transform the object after itself." Under Satan's influence falsehood 
is rampant, which is devastating to reliance on personal communication 
for access to truth. Add to such problems mistakes, self-delusion, delusive 
imagination, and various ways for distortions in human understandings 
and relationships to reinforce other distortions and misunderstandings, 
and the dream of objectivity is obliterated by subjectivism and sin. Such 
problems are, of course, most devastating in the spiritual science, though 
they infect all areas of human knowledge where the ego plays an active 
role in interpretation. tos 

The common-sense starting point in the assumption of a harmoni
ous correspondence between our subjective perceptions and objective real
ity, however necessary it is for us to rely on it, dies of a thousand such 
qualifications unless it has some other supposition to support it. And so 
says Kuyper: 

And however much we may speculate and ponder, no explanation 
can ever suggest itself to our sense, of the all-sufficient ground for 
this admirable correspondence and affinity between object and sub
ject, on which the possibility and development of science wholly rests, 
until at the hand of Holy Scripture we confess that the Author of 
the cosmos created man in the cosmos as a microcosmos "after his 
image and likeness.'' 106 

Though Kuyper is convinced that this is the only good solution to the 
human epistemic predicament, he presents it not so much as a proof as 
a confirmation. Human consciousness could be wholly deluded, of course, 
in supposing a subject-object correspondence, so the argument has a ques
tionable premlse. Moreover, no matter how strongly the case is made, many 
people will refuse to believe that their trust in subject-object correspon
dence necessitates belief in God. So Kuyper holds the view that God as 
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revealed in Scriptures is known by us, not as a conclusion of an argument, 
but as a primary truth immediately apprehended as the result of spiritual 
communication to the human consciousness. People whose hearts and 
minds are closed to this spiritual communication will not be convinced 
by arguments. Nonetheless, it remains true that only if the basic truths 
that we learn immediately by being open to God's Word are added to our 
basic beliefs will we find adequate explanations to confirm such basic be
liefs as our belief in the relationships of subject and object. 

Science that includes the Creator of the harmonious correspondences 
between subject and object among its first principles will differ substan
tially from science which includes no such principle. There are two kinds 
of people, says Kuyper, regenerate and unregenerate. Unregenerate do not 
at all clearly know the Creator. Hence there are two kinds of science. Not 
that everything that Christians and non-Christians know is different. "There 
is a very broad realm of investigation in which the difference between the 
two groups exerts no influence." Yet the differences in basic principles 
mean that the two sciences soon diverge, much as a branch of a fruit tree 
grafted beside the branch of a wild root. "Near the ground the tree of 
science is one for all. But no sooner has it reached a certain height, than 
two branches separate, in the same way as may be seen in a tree which 
is grafted on the right side, while on the left side there is allowed to grow 
a shoot from the wild root." Ultimately the goal and direction of these 
two sciences are at odds with each other, even though in some respects 
they are alike. Using another metaphor, Kuyper says, "We only affirm 
that formally both groups perform scientific labor, and that they recognize 
each other's scientific character, in the same way in which two armies fac
ing each other are mutually able to appreciate military honor and military 
worth." 107 

Kuyper implemented his theories with the establishment of the Free 
University of Amsterdam in 1880, an institution in which the theme of 
the fundamental differences between Christian and non-Christian thought 
was strongly expressed through most of the twentieth century. Even the 
presence of this one institution separated the Dutch academic experience 
from that in the United States, where no major university clearly articu
lated the conflict between Christian and non-Christian thought as arising 
at such a primal level. Even in America's surviving Christian colleges such 
a contrast between Christian and non-Christian thought has until recently 
not been widely taught. Kuyper's views do seem to offer the kind of cri
tique of the first principles of modern science that James W. Smith said 
were Jacking in American Protestant responses to the Darwinist revolution. 

The issue, however, should 110i. be settled so glibly. Kuyper, it seems, 
had taken into account an assumption in evaluating science that the 
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Common-Sense apologists had neglected. Nevertheless, his alternative ap
pears to rest Christian faith substantially on the mysterious and inacces
sible foundation of the testimony of the Holy Spirit to one's heart. Paral
lel to the questions that plagued the objectivists (common sense does not 
well settle a dispute over what is common sense), Kuyper's view seems 
to have the troubling problem that further appeals to the Holy Spirit will 
not well settle a dispute over what is truly the voice of the Holy Spirit. 
Kuyper, in traditional Calvinist fashion, stresses that the Spirit works 
through Scripture and the body of believers, and these authorities are sus
ceptible to some testing, at least for consistency. 108 Nevertheless, even with 
these sources of faith practically central, Kuyper emphasizes so much the 
lack of reasons in coming to faith that the charge of arbitrarily trusting 
authorities seems a natural one. 

Such objections are well articulated by perhaps the greatest propo
nent of the Common-Sense-evidentialist apologetic, Princeton's Benja
min B. Warfield, in two brief comments on Kuyper's work. Warfield's 
position, which has had great influence in twentieth-century American 
evangelicalism, well represents the reasons why Kuyper's views have been 
unattractive to many American evangelicals. 

Warfield professed to find Kuyper's views simply baffling. To him 
it seemed crucial that the Holy Spirit, though unquestionably primary 
in granting faith, always worked through means. "The Holy Spirit does 
not work a blind, an ungrounded faith in the heart." Rather the Holy 
Spirit granted "just a new ability of the heart to respond to the grounds 
of faith." So why not expect that there would be sufficient evidence for 
Christian faith if we only examined it carefully? Faith, said Warfield, is 
"a form of conviction and is, therefore, necessarily grounded in evidence." 
To the objection that his stance might seem to make faith dependent on 
arguments, Warfield retorted simply: "We do not believe in the existence 
of the sun without evidence because we are not learned in astronomical 
science." Whether individual believers needed to stop and analyze the evi
dence was to Warfield of little importance. The important point for Chris
tian apologetics was that the evidence could be analyzed and the faith 
could be shown to be fully rational. 109 

Lying behind this difference in apologetic strategy was a fundamen
tal disagreement with Kuyper's dictum that there were "two kinds of peo
ple" and hence "two kinds of science." Warfield agreed that the regenerate 
had some advantage over the unregenerate in doing science, but he em
phasized that they were doing the same sort of work. Each was working 
on the same edifice of human scientific knowledge and benefited from 
the otner's accomplishments. Regeneration, he said, made far less differ
ence than Kuyper supposed, since regenerated people remained infected 
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by sin. Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, even if there were sinless 
men, "Sinful and sinless men are, after all, both men; and being both 
men, are fundamentally alike and know fundamentally alike." If truth 
was on the side of the Christians, Warfield reasoned, then in an argument 
Christianity eventually would triumph. This conclusion rested on an 
assumption with deep roots in the Common-Sense tradition: "All minds 
are of the same essential structure; and the less illuminated will not be 
able permanently to resist or gainsay the determinations of the more 
illuminated." 110 

The whole argument between these two groups of Reformed Chris
tians rested on differences concerning this question. Did the fact that all 
human minds were of the same essential structure imply that regenerate 
and unregenerate know essentially alike? Scripture and other basic Chris
tian assumptions did not clearly settle this issue. Neither did philosophy. 
In part the difference turned on differing concepts of what is involved 
in achieving human knowledge. Kuyper, closer to the idealist tradition, 
while not denying that human minds had similar structures, viewed knowl
edge in terms of the overall relationships it involved- the organic relation
ships among Creator, cosmos, and knowing subjects. Doing science, he 
was convinced, presupposed a whole theory about the fundamental struc
tures of the universe. Knowledge accordingly did not come in isolated pack
ages but was understood by subjects in the context of other beliefs the 
subject held- beliefs determined either by the subjective urge to remake 
the universe in one's own image or by proper reverence for God. Warfield, 
on the other hand, viewed knowledge in an essentially inductionist, or 
Baconian, fashion. Knowledge was gained by considering evidence and 
drawing conclusions that that evidence would support. Whether one im
mediately drew the proper conclusion (as in the nonastronomer's knowl
edge of the sun) or reached it by carefully weighing evidence and making 
inferences, the basic idea was the same. Each item of knowledge could 
exist independently. Knowing depended essentially on looking at the evi
dence for the individual item. It did not depend substantially on what 
else one knew or on one's world view. Once science establishes the evidence 
and conclusion, the item of knowledge becomes accessible to all rational 
people, virtually regardless of their other beliefs. 

Warfield represented the grand Enlightenment ideal for science, which 
had deep roots in Western thought dating back to the Greeks. It has been 
an ideal especially appealing in the United States, a nation founded on 
principles drawn from Enlightenment thought. Kuyper, coming out of a 
Dutch "anti-Revolutionary" tradition that sharply criticized these Enlight
enment categories, ·,·:as much more ready to offer a critique of this ideal. 

Since Warfield's view continues to have such wide appeal in Arneri-
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can evangelicalism, it is worth commenting on this debate. Kuyper seems 
to have the better of the argument in explicitly relating his philosophy 
to its Christian assumptions, refusing to accept uncritically the Enlighten
ment ideal of one science for all humanity, and in providing a basis for 
building a Christian intellectual outlook that can withstand the claims 
both of modern science and modern subjectivism. Nevertheless, we should 
not leave this debate until we have considered why Warfield's views seem 
to many people so appealing and compelling, and Kuyper's so counter
intuitive. 

Christianity involves many specific claims about history, morality, 
and the structure of relationships in the universe. Many of these claims 
appear to be of the sort that are commonly subjected to analysis when 
matters are in dispute. In disputed cases the natural thing for humans 
to do is to examine the evidence for and against the claims in question. 
Perhaps such an examination will not settle the issue, but at least we should 
see whether the preponderance of evidence is on one side or the other. 
To say that such examination of the evidence is irrelevant or of little im
portance to Christian belief appears to be an evasion. It seems to put Chris
tian claims in a category immune from the tests that we normally use 
for our beliefs. It suggests to many people that we do not think there 
is very good evidence to support Christian belief. The evidentialist, on 
the other hand, is convinced that there ought to be some such evidence. 
For instance, nineteenth-century apologists made much of the point that 
if the same God who created the world and humanity also revealed the 
Bible, there ought to be some evidence of that common authorship. Simi
larly, if Christianity makes certain historical claims- if it is preeminently 
a historical religion based on God's entering history and becoming to some 
degree knowable by normal human standards- then there ought to be some 
evidence favoring the authenticity of those historical claims. 

The principal point at which the arguments of the evidentialists. failed 
was, not in supposing that there should be a preponderance of evidence 
favorable to Christian claims, but rather in supposing that such evidence 
and arguments constituted conclusive arguments for the truth of Chris
tianity. As we have seen, the general arguments for Christianity do not 
stand up as logically compelling unless one already grants certain assump
tions about reality that virtually presuppose a benevolent Creator. Other
wise alternative explanations can explain the phenomena as logically as 
can Christianity. Historical arguments are no better, since historical events 
are typically susceptible to more than one plausible interpretation. Fur
thermore, sinful people whose minds are adamanLiy closed to hearing 
God and his Word will t.~ 4uick to point out the logk:ai plausibility of 
the alternatives. 
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Nevertheless, arguments that are not compelling logically may have 
great psychological and even intellectual force, particularly for those who 
are wavering in their resolution to deny the presence of God and his Word. 
This should be especially true if in fact Christianity accurately describes 
human conditions and needs and God';; saving acts. For instance, if hu
mans indeed have certain moral and religious sensibilities and needs to 
which the Gospel best responds, then people might well be brought to 
some intuitive recognition of the suitability of Christianity to their condi
tions and needs. Compared with secularism, for instance, Christianity may 
be simply vastly superior in accounting for their actual sense of worth, 
of right and wrong, or of guilt and of need for redemption and new direc
tion in their Jives. This superiority will not appear in that Christianity 
will be the only hypothesis that can provide a good explanation of these 
phenomena; rather it may be the one that is the most attractive, given 
humans' actual needs and sensibilities. 1u How convincing such considera
tions will be depends of course on the psychological, intellectual, and spiri
tual condition of the person being addressed. Sin or commitments to oth~!r 
religions will blind many to any such considerations. For others the Holy 
Spirit may remove such blinders and allow them to see their conditions 
and needs for what they really are. Such a sight of the true contours of 
reality may be no more the result of arguments than is the recognition 
of the beauty of a symphony, but it may be just as much the result of 
considering the evidence. Once a person has such an insight, the other 
evidences for Christianity- for instance, that the claims of Scripture are 
based on testimony of people of apparently high integrity- may add 
force to the Christian claims, even if not providing arguments to which 
there is no logical alternative. If people were consistent to their sinful and 
subjectivistic commitments, they would be, as Kuyper said, unable to be 
touched by such evidences and arguments. Nonetheless, the Gospel miracu
lously becomes convincing to sinners who seem to hold the denial of its 
claims as one of their most basic beliefs. Many are given the insight to 
see the truth of Christianity even without arguments- or with only a few 
very informal ones. Others are helped by the spelling out of the evidence. 
In either case the Holy Spirit helps sinners to see truths that the deepest 
impulses of their unregenerate natures would have them utterly deny. 112 

Perhaps a similar resolution of the differing approaches to the "two 
science" questions might be reached. Kuyper appears to say something 
that is almost essential for the survival of the Christian academic com
munity in a secular setting- that science cannot be regarded as a sovereign 
domain that sets its own rules to which Christians and everyone else must 
conform if they are to retain their intdect:.ta! respectability. As philo;;c
phers of science now are also recognizing, science itself is controlled to 
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substantial degrees by assumptions and commitments. 113 Christians, then, 
should be free frankly to state their metaphysical starting points and their 
assumptions and to introduce these into their scientific work in all areas 
of human inquiry; they should employ underlying control beliefs that dif
fer widely from those of non-Christians. 114 

Nonetheless, despite the impulses to subjectivity, personal knowl
edge, and special interests that twentieth-century people have become so 
alerted to, Christians may affirm, as Kuyper and Warfield would have 
agreed, that "all minds are of the same essential structure." Hence much 
that common sense affirms is reliable. Among other things, common sense 
teiis us that in fact we can communicate remarkably weii even with many 
people who differ from us quite radically in some perceptions and basic 
assumptions. So theoretically there is a vast difference between Christian 
and non-Christian thought- that is, if each were always a logical system 
consistent with its premises. In reality, however, God has structured our 
thought so that it is not dominated by such logical categories. Most of 
what we know goes beyond what is susceptible to logical analysis. Hence 
radical differences in fundamental assumptions, which might seem to en
tail wholly incompatible thought systems, turn out to be surmountable 
in most practical affairs. Warfield is probably right that regeneration does 
not usually transform people and their thinking as radically as we might 
like and that our common humanity guarantees us considerable common
ality of thought. Hence, the Christian psychologist and the secular be
haviorist might find themselves easily able to work together on many psy
chological projects- to understand each other and to take each other's 
fundamental assumptions into account. Perhaps the mutual respect and 
understanding that is in fact possible is, as Kuyper suggested, like that 
between two contending armies. Nonetheless, through God's grace there
lationships between Christians and non-Christians are perhaps more often 
those of peace than those of open war. Underneath there are warring prin
ciples, and these are part of a deeper cosmic contest between the forces 
of good and evil. Yet the captain in our warfare is the Prince of Peace, 
so we can rightfully live in peace with our epistemic enemies, even though 
at some fundamental intellectual levels we may be struggling against them. 

• • * • * 
In conclusion we can say that the demise of American evangelical 

academia involved a significant component of intellectual weakness. Spe
cifically, the nineteenth-century evidentialists' overestimation of the prow
ess of the scientific method seems a serious error. So does the underestima
tion of the degree to which peoples' thought i~ of a whole (is made up 
of a complex and vital relationship among ideas), so that sinfully deter
mined basic first beliefs and commitments can pervade the rest of one's 
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intellectual activity. Nevertheless, despite such overestimations of the 
possibilities for objectivity, we can learn from the Common-Sense tradi
tion. It emphasizes that many of our beliefs are not derived from other 
beliefs but arise out of the constitution of our nature. Moreover, regener
ate and unregenerate live in the same world and share many of the same 
experiences. They can communicate with each other. Furthermore, evi
dences of God's care, power, and provision for salvation abound, and in 
fact people often see these evidences when presented. The Kuyperian in
sights qualify these observations by pointing out that such recognition 
is not founded simply on an appeal to beliefs shared by virtually all peo
ple. Rather, sin creates a widespread abnormality. Trust in God which ought 
to be a spontaneous act providing us with some intuitive first principles 
of knowledge is lacking in most people. Christians should not be embar
rassed to say frankly that this is the issue. If one trusts in God, one will 
view some evidence differently than a person who basically denies God. 
H people trust in God, their science and knowledge should have some 
substantial traits that differ from the science and knowledge of those who 
basically deny God. Nonetheless, the appeal to trust in God is in a way 
an appeal to common sense, even though to a suppressed aspect of com
mon sense. The American and the Dutch evangelical-Reformed traditions 
have offered differing insights on these issues. Evangelical academics in 
the late twentieth century might benefit by looking at the insights from 
both these traditions. 
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Faith, Reason, and the Resurrection 
in the Theology of Wolfhart Pannenberg 

D. Holwerda 

The task of theology never ends, for theology must respond constantly 
to the changing motifs that control thought and life in human culture. 
That task entails the risk that the reformulation of the Gospel may be
come unduly influenced by motifs that are especially dominant in a given 
culture. Sometimes motifs may be so dominant and pervasive that critical 
rejection seems irrational because what is considered rational is determined 
to a large extent by the basic beliefs held in a particular culture. This essay 
is a critical survey of this interplay of cultural motifs and Gospel, of rea
son and faith, as seen in the theology of Wolfhart Pannenberg. The cen
tral issue concerns the resurrection of Jesus Christ, because in this century 
this event has been the test case for theologians wrestling with the relation
ship of faith and reason. 

The resurrection of Jesus Christ and the doctrine of the resurrection 
of the body lie at the heart of Christian faith and life. The Apostle Paul 
declared that if there is no resurrection of the dead and if Christ is not 
raised, then· his preaching was in vain and Christians Should be pitied. 
Although initially the early church had to maintain this doctrine against 
certain gnosticizing tendencies, from the end of the second century until 
the modern period the church has had no serious conflict concerning this 
doctrine. No church council was ever called to define its content. 

The Enlightenment, however, introduced significant changes in the 
theological evaluation of this doctrine. Under the impact of certain canons 
of reason assumed by the historical-critical method, the resurrection lost 
its central position in the theological interpretation of both the apostolic 
kerygma and the Christian faith. Since one canon of rationalistic histori
cal criticism was that God does not intervene in the chain of secondary 
causes, miracles lost tn:::ir st<:.tus as historical events. Only those miracles 
for which a reasonable explanation could be given were granted historical 
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status, such as certain miracles of healing that could be contained within 
the category of psychosomatic illnesses. 1 Obviously the resurrection fell 
outside that category and was judged to be merely a psychological miracle, 
a belief that arose within the minds of the first disciples. As a story the 
resurrection was considered a myth, that is, a confession that death is swal
lowed up by immortality, that the real resurrection occurs in the realm 
of the absolute spirit and not on the plane of history. 

This denial of the resurrection as an event in the life of Jesus brought 
about an unraveling of the fabric of the New Testament. Without an ac
tual resurrection the continuity between the Jesus of history and the Christ 
of faith disintegrated. Consequently, many argued that it was necessary 
to choose between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith, or between 
Jesus and Paul because Paul was now seen as the second founder of Chris
tianity, an essentially different Christianity whose contours were borrowed 
from Hellenistic mythologies. The preference, however, was for Jesus, the 
so-called "Jesus of history," a Jesus no longer interpreted as in the Gospels 
through the prism of the resurrection. The result of this historical-critical 
sifting of the text- supposedly sifting the kernel of truth from the husk 
of traditions in which it was encapsulated, traditions borrowed from a 
worldview no longer deemed contemporary- was a Jesus who taught en
nobling ethical truths. Adolf Harnack, for example, reduced Jesus' teach
ing about the kingdom of God to the themes of the Fatherhood of God, 
the brotherhood of man, and the infinite value of the human person. 2 

In such pictures of the "Jesus of history" not only was the resurrec
tion displaced from its central position but the cross as well, except insofar 
as death was adopted as a metaphor for immortal life. Thus this rational
istic historical-critical investigation produced a drastic revision of the Gos
pel. Since that time many theologians have been engaged in what could 
be called pejoratively "a series of salvage operations, attempts to show 
how one can still believe in Jesus Christ and not violate an ideal of intel
lectual integrity." 3 For the acceptance of historical criticism seemed to 
imply that insofar as Christian faith speaks of historical matters, faith 
must conform to the dictates of reason established apart from faith. 

PANNENBERG'S CONTEXT: DIALECTICAL THEOLOGY 

Dialectical theology was in part a reaction to such historical-critical 
reworking of the data of Scripture. If these data of Scripture must con
form to such dictates of reason, the conclusion follows that there is no 
actual encounter with God in history nor any special revelatiOn of God 
in history. In spite of their desire to regain a more authentic view of Scrip-
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ture as revelation, the dialectical theologians did not directly challenge 
the historical-critical method or its presuppositions. Instead, they attempted 
to preserve the Scriptures as revelation from God in a manner which could 
not be touched by historical criticism. Revelation was preserved by fleeing 
from the arena of history. 

The theological stance of Wilhelm Herrmann, a systematic theolo
gian who was the teacher of Rudolf Bultmann and Karl Barth, is a hclpfu I 
background for understanding the emphases of dialectical theology. Dur
ing the nineteenth century a modified form of Lessing's "ditch" seemed 
inevitable to many theologians. Lessing held that accidental truths of his
tory can never become the proof of necessary truths of reason. 4 Since 
historical truths can never be demonstrated and historical proof is simply 
what others claimed to have experienced, Lessing believed that only what 
one experiences himself could be considered reliable proof. The modified 
form of Lessing's "ditch" which came to govern much theological activity 
can be stated as follows: "historical judgments of probability can never 
provide the ground for the certainty of faith." 5 Accepting the fact that 
the results of historical research are never finally fixed, Herrmann held 
that faith cannot depend upon historical events. Instead, the irnmovabk 
fact upon which faith must be based is the inner personal life of Jesus. 
Through the impression of his person, people are brought into submission 
to God; and by experiencing the beauty and exalted character of Jesus' 
personal life, believers receive absolute certainty of the reality of God. 6 

Although the picture of this living personality of Jesus is mediated to 
some extent by the text of Scripture, Herrmann argued that the person 
of Jesus actually exists behind the text and is ultimately not dependent 
on it. Consequently, this inner personal life of Jesus cannot be approached 
by historical criticism. Instead, one encounters it by participating in the 
sphere of life which it has created, that is, the community of believers. 
Moreover, once an individual has experienced such communion with God 
in Christ, the assurance that Jesus lives is based upon the reality of one's 
own faith. 7 

Thus in Herrmann's view two facts formed the basis for Christian 
faith: the inner life of Jesus and the conscience of believers by which they 
know that God communes with them. Out of these must arise the entire 
content of faith because these constitute the only objective basis that is 
known. The contrary requirement that faith must accept confessions which 
affirm certain historical facts, including the resurrection of Jesus, now 
becomes a demand that people submit to an arbitrary subjectivity. For 
Hermann consistently insists that the only objective basis for faith lies 
in "facts which force themselve:; upon us as Ulldeniaolc t:en,el:ts in ;.he 
reality in which we stand." 8 By so grounding the objective certainty of 
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faith in the present experience of communion with God, Herrmann will
ingly surrendered nature and history to the realm of necessity, and con
cluded that neither natural science nor historical criticism could pose any 
threat to the truth and certainty of faith. 

While agreeing in many respects with the basic thrust of Hermann's 
position, Bultmann disagreed with his description of the object of faith. 
He argued that knowledge of the personality of Jesus is as much historical 
knowledge as is the knowledge of any other fact in history. Consequently, 
if faith is dependent upon such a fact, faith would be dependent upon 
the vagaries of historical research and thus be bereft of certainty. In addi
tion, if the object of faith is historical, then its object would be graspable 
by reason and faith would no longer be faith. 9 And on the basis of his 
own radical form-criticism Bultmann held that Scripture itself has no in
terest in the personality of Jesus, that even the earliest levels of the tradi
tion have been so shaped by the beliefs and needs of the early church 
that it is impossible to get behind the kerygma to an objective, historical 
picture of Jesus. Thus faith for Bultmann has no objective historical basis. 
Instead, Jesus is present only in the kerygma and in the continuing proc
lamation of the Word. There is no other access to him. Revelation is an 
encounter with Jesus Christ mediated by the proclaimed Word, and through 
this encounter the world and its history come to an end. There exists no 
possibility for demonstrating that such is the case, because it can be known 
only in the moment of decision. The object of faith transcends the realms 
of nature and history and is knowable only in the act of faith itself. 

Thus, although disagreeing with Hermann concerning what con
stitutes an historical event, Bultmann's basic view of the relationship be
tween faith and historical event remains remarkably similar. History and 
nature continue to be viewed as governed by necessity. Hence, for Bultmann 
the key assumption that controls historical investigation of the text is "the 
presupposition that history is a unity in the sense of a closed continuum" 
which "cannot be rent by the interference of supernatural, transcendent 
powers." 10 The objective world is viewed as a mechanism, a self-contail)ed 
system of cause and effect existing in objective antithesis to man. The 
only freedom available to man lies in the moment of decision in which 
the meaning of the past and the future is decided and thereby unveiled. 11 

Bultmann understands history as an address of God calling people to re
sponsible decision over against the past and with a view to the future. 
But the meaning that is unveiled does not inhere in past events as such; 
rather, it is an interpretation resulting from a decisiorr- in the present. As 
such it is neither rationally deduced nor inferred, for it is the result of 
a totally free decision which cannot rationaily demonstrate its truth. This 
free decision is an act of faith. 
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If for Bultmann faith not only cannot prove itself but must also 
surrender any claim to an objective basis in historical event because such 
an objective basis would constitute proof accessible to reason, what hap
pens to the events of salvation proclaimed in Scripture, for example the 
cross and the resurrection? Obviously, the cross is an objective, histori
cal event, and Bultmann insists on its centrality. However, he argues that 
as an historical event the cross is simply the fact of the crucifixion of 
Jesus of Nazareth, a fact that can be adequately explained within the 
closed continuum of history and can be accepted by unbelievers as well. 
As such a past fact the cross cannot have for us the significance of be
ing a revelatory or saving event because it is not an event in our live.~. 

Only by becoming a present moment of address in the proclamation of 
the Word can the cross become revelation and salvation, only when the 
believer accepts the cross as God's liberating judgment of mankind. 12 Reve
lation and salvation happen only in the present moment of encounter and 
decision, but that event of revelation has no verification apart from the 
decision of faith. 

The resurrection is not treated analogously by Bultmann bccati.~C 
he believes that it is not an historical event. His reasons are twofold: 
1. If the resurrection were an actual historical event, it would const itutc 
a miracle. Since history is assumed to be a closed continuum, such miracles 
do not happen. Furthermore, to require anyone today·to believe in the 
resurrection of a corpse would demand a sacrifice of the intellect and change 
faith from its character of free decision into an arbitrary commitment. 
2. If the resurrection were an historical event, it would be accessible to the 
historian. As such it would be an event knowable by all, and hence the 
object of faith could be verified. Faith would no longer be a free decision. 

Consequently, Bultmann interprets the resurrection as a myth ex
pressing the saving significance of the cross. The resurrection proclaims 
the cross as victory. Belief in the resurrection is a risk because the Word 
which proclaims the cross and resurrection confronts people with the "ques
tion whether they are willing to understand themselves as persons who 
are crucified and risen with Christ." 13 Because the resurrection is merged 
with the cross, death with its negation of objective, historical existence 
now becomes the symbol of life. Of course, such life is not visible or ob
jectively historical, for if it were- since the objectively historical is a realm 
governed by necessity- it would be death. The objectively historical is at 
most a veil behind which, or above or beyond which, faith sees but reason 
can neither perceive nor apprehend. 14 The life of freedom, authentic ex
istence or salvation, transcends the existence contained within the necessi
ties of nature and history. Such belief cannot be verified, for 1t has no 
objective basis in nature or history, but it is known in the existential mo-
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ment of encounter and decision. Faith does not live by sight. lt remains 
a risk. 

The general impact of Kant's philosophy upon such representatives 
of modern theology is obvious, but more particularly Herrmann and Bult
mann have been influenced by Mar burg Neo-Kantianism. 15 In the light 
of the advances of science, especially mathematical physics, this Neo
Kantianism refined the Kantian view of the "object." According to Kant 
the intellect integrates various sensations by means of the categories of 
thought, and thus any phenomenon becomes a definite object only in and 
through the act of thought. The Neo-Kantians removed the necessity of 
sensation by arguing that thought does not need to have its origin outside 
itself. Instead, the object of thought must be understood by reference to 
the act of thought itself. Thought constructs, posits, or projects objects, 
and it does so according to the principle of law. Hence the evidence for 
the objective validity of any cognitive judgment is not sensory data but 
the successful integration of the cognitive judgment into a lawful, unified 
structure of thought. The Marburg Neo-Kantians are rationalists, not 
empiricists: "to know is to objectify in accordance with the principle of 
law." 16 

This Neo-Kantian epistemology explains the structure of Bultmann's 
theology, in particular his attitude toward nature and history. For under
lying this epistemology is the assumption of a double human subject. On 
the one hand, the human subject is the bearer of reason and the creator 
of the world of objective forms that he knows. As such the human subject 
is universal, one with all mankind as a participant in the transcendent 
Spirit or Logos. For this subject of objectifying reason only that counts 
as reality which is given in the mode of universality and necessity, and 
reason manifests itself in forms that endure: ideas, institutions, and works 
of art. On the other hand, the human subject is a unique individual, the 
subject of his own being and experience, unlike any other person in his
tory. This unique individual is manifest only in the immediacy of the mo
ment and thus finds fulfillment only in the transcendence of nature and 
history in the distinct sphere of religion. Consequently, because history 
as knowledge is a series of objectifications developed according to the 
law which governs that arena, Bultmann accepts as self-evident the belief 
that history (or any other science) has nothing to do with religion. Reli
gion may not be described as historical because it is the free expression 
of the individual self and is not the realm of objectification according 
to the principle of law. Thus Bultmann's basically Lutheran contrast of 
law and grace, kingdom of the world and kingdom of God, was radical
ized by this Neo-Kantian epistemology. The apparent advantage of adept· 
ing the Kantian bifurcation of reality and the Neo-Kantian bifurcation 
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of the human subject was that theology could escape the intellectual he
gemony of the natural and social sciences without impugning their valid
ity. 17 The result was that theology became an independent "science" freed 
from the obligation of relating faith and reason and of challenging either 
the methods or the results of the sciences. However, this so-called ad van
tage had as its unquestioned assumption that the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ could be nothing more than a postulate of the Christian faith, a 
declaration of meaning or value for the individual self but not a declara
tion of historical fact. 

A similar separation of faith and reason is evident in the work of 
Karl Barth. Although strongly critical of Bultmann and holding positions 
which could have been developed into an attack upon the assumptions 
governing the historical-critical method, Barth never developed such an 
attack. His changing view of the resurrection and his defense of thcolo~y 
as a science illustrate this failure. 

Initially Barth's view of the resurrection was virtually identical to 
that held by Bultmann. In his early book on Romans, Barth affirmed 
that "in the Resurrection the new world of the Holy Spirit touches the 
old world of the flesh, but touches it as a tangent touches a circle, that 
is without touching it." 18 Commenting on this early position, Barth said 
he then understood the resurrection only as "the eternal transcending mean
ing of all moments in time." 19 The resurrection was not an event in space 
and time and could be known only in the moment of encounter with God's 
revelation in Christ. At that time Bultmann believed that he and Barth 
stood on common ground. 

Later Barth recognized in this early position the error of failing to 
sense the teleology of history, a movement toward a real end, and changed 
his position to an affirmation of the resurrection as "an historical and 
therefore temporal event." 20 But even though the resurrection of Jesus hap
pened "in the human sphere and human time as an actual event within 
the world with an objective content," 21 it remained for Barth an event 
not accessible to the historian. While it is not accessible to the historian, 
it is nonetheless historical because 

It is sheer superstition to suppose that only things which arc open 
to 'historical' verification can have happened in time. There may have 
been events which happened far more really in time than the kind 
of things Bultmann's scientific historian can prove. There arc good 
grounds for supposing that the history of the resurrection of Jesus 
is a pre-eminent instance of such an event. 22 

Barth's p0sii.ion assumes that there are in history at least a limited number 
of events, such as the resurrection, which can be known only by revelation 
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and not by historical research. Faith in effect sets limits to what can be 
known by historical investigation, but apart from guarding this limited 
number of events wrought directly by God, faith attempts no explicit cri
tique of either the presuppositions or the results of historical-critical in
vestigation. Similarly, in the general area of historical criticism Barth 
developed no critique of its methodology. He suggested that "the critical 
historian needs to be more critical," but he did not say what that entailed. H 

In theory Barth granted rationalistic historical criticism full sway over Scrip
ture insofar as it is a human word, but in practice Barth seemed to ignore 
its results. 24 Since revelation is a miracle and is only indirectly related to 
the text of Scripture, Barth simply claimed that historical criticism can 
neither grasp nor deny it. Revelation happens in spite of historical criti
cism and from beyond any arena lying within its grasp. Consequently, while 
affirming revelation from God received by faith, Barth nowhere develops 
an integral relationship between faith and reason, revelation and history. 25 

They seem to touch each other only as a tangent touches a circle. The 
Christian faith according to Barth is not a worldview (Weltanschauung), 
and, therefore, an integral relationship of faith and reason need not and 
cannot be developed. 26 

Barth's discussion of theology as a science reveals a similar position. 
According to Barth theology is a science only in the sense that "it follows 
a definite, self-consistent path of knowledge," a path determined by its 
object that is God's revelation of himself in Jesus ChristY For this reason 
theology cannot submit itself to any general concept of science in order 
to justify itself as a science. Because certain assumptions about an ordered 
cosmos have determined both the classical and the modern view of sci
ence, Barth asserts categorically that theology cannot submit to these as
sumptions without surrendering the very theme of theology. Nevertheless, 
he insists on calling theology a science. 28 One reason for so doing, among 
others, is to demonstrate that there is a science in opposition to the 
"heathen" concept of science that does not have Aristotle as its ancestor. 29 

Implicit in this reason lies the possibility of a radical critique of science, 
but Barth never develops such a critique. Instead, he makes his case for 
theology as a science on practical grounds and never challenges the essen
tially Kantian duality of the noumenal and phenomenal realms. In effect, 
Barth tolerates the "heathen" concept of science as adequate for its own 
object. The Barthian challenge occurs only when that concept of science 
seeks to dictate what theology must be if it is to be a science. Since theol
ogy has its own distinct object and assumes a unique faculty (faith) for 
the knowledge of its object, theology cannot submit to such dictation. 
Faith must assert its own suprahistorical territorial claims against reason, 
but faith cannot challenge, influence, or direct reason where reason at-
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tempts to grasp its appropriate object in nature or history. Thus, theology 
is protected as an independent science by assuming that neither theology 
nor faith can provide a better insight into the structure of historical reality 
than that provided by the natural sciences. 

The theology of Wolfhart Pannenberg is a vigorous protest against 
these assumptions of dialectical theology. In place of a theology which 
so minimizes the significance of history for faith that faith becomes a 
leap in the dark grounded upon nothing other than itself, Pannenberg 
has begun a theological program whose primary slogan is "revelation as 
history," a slogan which affirms that faith is based upon historical knowl
edge whose evidence is available for all to see. Because Panncnberg wishes 
to overthrow an established mode of theological thinking, the theses he 
puts forth for discussion are rather bold and admittedly "sometimes one
sided."30 Thus, it is important to remember the context which shapes the 
debate. Basically, Pannenberg refuses to accept the prevailing assumption 
that in order to protect the reality of revelation, it is necessary to declare 
either that revelation resides only in the meaning of an event, a meaning 
beyond the grasp of the historical-critical method because the meaning 
of an event is determined not by detached, scientific investigation but by 
personal decision, or that revelation occurs in events so unique that they 
are not part of that history which the historian can investigate. Panncn
berg rejects this flight from objective history to the safe harbor of prehis
tory or suprahistory known only by faith, a flight caused by the pressures 
of historical criticism. He believes that such flight must be rejected be
cause it turns Christian faith into a subjective, and hence arbitrary, deci
sion and is in any case contrary to the biblical understanding of revelation. 

PANNENBERG'S ULTIMATE FEAR: 
THE CHARGE OF SUBJECTIVISM 

Pannenberg's most basic critique of the dialectical theology of Barth 
and Bultmann is that it is a form of subjectivism and hence of irrational
ism. Consequently, he is himself extremely wary, if not fearful, lest he 
say anything that would warrant the same criticism of his theological posi
tion. The reason for this critique and wariness lies in an important cultural 
motif that shaped dialectical theology. Dialectical theology was a response 
not only to the rise of historical criticism but also to the atheistic critique 
of speech about God. Already in 1799 Fichtc had criticized as incompati
ble with the infinity of God the idea that God as the highest being could 
bt! personal. He argued that by applying the term "personal" to God, one 
was asserting that the finitude of man was constitutive of divine reality. 



274 D. HoLWERDA 

If God were personal, then limits had been placed on his infinity. Later 
Feuerbach argued that God is the product of the imagination of man. 
Although mankind had experiences of infinity, Feuerbach claimed that 
such experiences were not experiences of God but were actually experiences 
of the infinity of human essence. Thus, according to Feuerbach, God is 
but a human projection of mankind's infinite essence. 

Karl Barth accepted Feuerbach's critique but added the proviso that 
it applied only to human religion, not to the revelatory Christian faith. 
According to Barth all talk of God outside the Christian proclamation 
was idolatry which issues in man's self-deification, but such talk has noth
ing to do with the reality of God. Christian proclamation alone can truly 
speak of God, for in it God is known through God alone. No point of 
contact for such speech exists in human nature, for knowledge of God 
requires no basis in human nature-it is created directly by the revelatory 
action of God. Thus Barth argued that Feuerbach's view that God-talk 
was simply an illusionary anthropomorphism did not apply to God-talk 
contained in Christian proclamation because the gospel declares that the 
God-man relationship is irreversibly a relationship from above to below, 
from God to man.J• 

Can Feuerbach be defeated so easily? Pannenberg does not think 
so. Because of Feuerbach theology can no longer simply speak the word 
"God" without explanation, and if theology follows Barth's theology from 
above, Pannenberg argues that it will fall into a "self-infiicted isolation 
of a higher glossolalia." 32 In addition, Pannenberg believes that theology 
cannot surrender all non-Christian religions to the Feuerbachian critique 
without endangering itself, for "if the idea of a personal God is every
where else judged to be a mythological self-interpretation of man, one 
would hardly be able to prevent this view from having repercussions on 
Christian theology and its language about God." 33 

Nietzsche's atheism is also an important root of the Western Euro
pean cultural situation in the twentieth century. Already in Feuer bach there 
lurked the view of man as an absolutely self-empowered being which Nietz
sche affirmed in his central thesis of the will to power. Pannenberg con
siders Nietzsche's point of view to be simply the logical outcome of the 
modern, post-Cartesian metaphysics of subjectivity in which truth is re
lated to the self-certainty of the subject. In Nietzsche, subjectivity is ex
pressed in the form of the will, so that even truth itself is but a value 
judgment of the subjective will. Within such a framework God appears 
only as the highest value and, as such, a value posited by the human will. 
In fact, all religious statements are but subjective judgments of the valu
ating will. 

Does Barth's affirmation of revelation from above, of knowing God 
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only through God, effectively counter Nietzsche's claim? Again Panncn
berg does not think so. For him Barth's claim is a retreat into supernatu
ralism, and he argues that such supernaturalistic talk of God depends ulti
mately on the subjective decision of faith. Since it is the decision of faith 
that motivates a leap into supernatural truth, such a view plays into Nietz
sche's hands. Thus Pannenberg asserts that "wherever faith as decision 
is constitutive of the truth of its contents, one has not yet departed fro111 
the basis of Nietzsche's position, his metaphysics of the will." 34 It is fro111 

this perspective that Pannenberg levels the charge of subjectivism against 
both Barth and Bultmann. 

How then does Pannenberg believe it possible to speak of God in 
a rationally acceptable way, that is, in a manner that effectively eSC<l(li.:S 
the critique of God-talk characteristic of secular atheism? Pannenberf~·s 
answer is complex and not yet fully developed, but it includes the follow
ing elements. A retreat to traditional theism is ruled impossible. Instead, 
theology must reformulate the concept of God in relation both to the philo
sophical question of being and to the subjectivity of modern man, includ
ing his sovereignty over nature and his self-transcendence. One can I hen 
speak of God only if God is the reality which "supports man in the open
ness of his freedom." 35 In addition, in view of the contemporary atheism 
of empty transcendence characteristic of Karl Jaspers and Ernst Bloch, 
theology must seriously reexamine the biblical idea of the hiddcnness or 
God, a hiddenness even in his revelation. 36 Theology must then proceed 
to demonstrate that this "empty transcendence" is in fact a personal God, 
a demonstration which Pannenberg believes can be accomplished by means 
of the history of religions. Thus, Pannenberg wishes to develop his argu-

ment on various levels. However, since he believes it necessary to conduct 
the argument with atheism on its own grounds, that is, on the basis of rlre 
understanding of man's nature, the heart of his answer is the development 
of a theological anthropology. Without developing all aspects of Panncn
berg's position, including his own modified Hegelian perspective, we shall 
briefly summarize Pannenberg's perspective on the question of God. 

The question posed by Pannenberg is this: How can theology escape 
the dilemma created by the atheistic criticism of theistic conceptions? For, 
on the one hand, to claim with certain theologians a special status for 
Christian speech about God is to be vulnerable to the atheistic critique 
of subjectivism. On the other hand, to follow other theologians in accept
ing atheistic criticism by interpreting "God-talk" as designating existential 
relations in the interpersonal realm means the demise of theology and 
the victory of atheism. The dilemma can be resolved, according to Pan
nenberg, "only if the ciaim of Chdstialt proclamation to derive from an 
experience of God does not remain a mere assertion but is capable of 
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verification." 37 Such verification does not require a neutral court of ap
peal existing prior to and outside of the biblical revelation of God, for 
that would not be compatible with the majesty of divine revelation. In
stead, it is the revelation of God itself which discloses the truth about 
man and the world by means of which the truth of revelation is proved. 
If such is the case, however, how does Pannenberg escape his own charge 
of subjectivism since his position seems so similar to Barth's? Pannenberg 
argues, in distinction from Barth, that once the existence of man and the 
world has been illumined by biblical revelation, thereafter these realities 
can be perceived as being the way they have been characterized by revela
tion. In other words, since revelation has occurred, it has become part 
of human experience and human history. Thereafter, quite apart from any 
appeal to the Bible as authoritative, theology can appeal to the actual 
existence of man and the world as witnesses for the reality of the biblical 
God. Since the revelation that illumines the actual existence of mankind 
and the world is historical, it can be perceived by mankind. 

What does Pannenberg mean by referring to the existence of man 
and his world? A perspective found in the early writings of Barth is used 
by Pannenberg to develop his own point of view. Barth spoke of the re
lationship between God and man as the correspondence or even the co
incidence of the human question and the divine answer. The divine is, 
however, materially prior to the human question and in fact elicits the 
question, for "without the call of the Lord, who in utmost hiddenness 
is the answer to this question, there would be no laws, no religions, and 
thus neither would there be that question that manifests itself in them 
about the most hidden meaning of life." 38 Pannenberg regrets that Barth 
abandoned this formulation of question and answer out of fear that it 
did not adequately exclude the possibility of man being able to attain knowl
edge of God on his own. Barth thought that in the description of man 
as question lay the possibility of a partial answer concerning God which 
could be extrapolated from the shape of the question itself. Then revela
tion would become the captive of human thought. On the contrary, Pan
nenberg argues that in surrendering this formulation for such reasons Barth 
"gave up the possibility of claiming human existence as a witness for the 
truth of revelation."J 9 

Pannenberg believes that this formula which speaks of the question
ableness of human existence is a suitable and comprehensive expression 
of contemporary knowledge about man, because many today, including 
the atheists Camus, Sartre, and the Marxist Ernst Bloch, make use of 
this basic anthropological insight. They agree that the basic structure of 
human existence is that of a question seeking an answer for life as a pro
cess of inquiry that continually drives a person into the open. This open-
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ness of human behavior presupposes a supporting ground that is different 
from the entire realm of existing things. Mankind seeks a ground which 
can support itself and all reality. Everyone seeks a power which can sup
port one beyond the limits of present experience, a power which supports 
one in the openness of one's human freedom. Since many theoreticians 
agree with the anthropological perspective, including certain contcmpo·· 
rary atheists, and since he believes it is basically in harmony with hihlical 
perspectives, Pannenberg argues that this anthropology opens a way to 
speak rationally about God in contemporary culture. 

Of course, this perspective does not by itself demonstrate that this 
power which mankind seeks is personal and hence God. However, Pan
nenberg believes that the personal nature of this power can rationally he 
verified on the basis of the history of religions. The question which man 
is and the questions which he frames occur only in association with the 
reality inquired about. To the degree that human existence is motivated 
by questions about human destiny and fulfillment, to that degree man
kind is already borne by the reality toward which such inquiry is directed. 
Mankind's ongoing experience with this reality becomes the test for the 
validity of various projected answers, and, consequently, the answer.~ arc 
refined and the questions reformulated because of such experience. This 
experience of reality is essentially religious in nature, and even philosophi
cal reflection concerning the nature of this fundamental reality only 
discovers answers derived from human religious experience. The various 
religions themselves are answers to this basic question of human existence 
which stem from particular happenings or events in which this ba.~ic real
ity is experienced. Although non-Christian religions are "based on unckar 
provisional forms of the true answer to mankind that has happenr.:d in 
Jesus Christ" 40 because they distort the happenings on which they arc has
ed by understanding the power which upholds all reality as belonging to 
the realm of finitude, Pannenberg argues that most religions share the 
conviction that this power that sustains all reality is personal. Thus, even 
though the answer to the question of human existence is not universally 
experienced as personal, Pannenberg concludes that the evidence from 
the history of religions is such that the question about human existence 
can be understood as a question about God. In fact, interpreting it as 
a question about God brings out its real meaning. In addition, Pannen
berg believes that the "modern metaphysics of man's subjectivity is con
ceivable only on the presupposition of God." 41 

Finally, to counter the charge that talk of God as a personal being 
entails a contradiction of finite vs. infinite, Pannenberg argues that the 
concept of man as a person is itsc!f c.n article of faith which or.ginatcs 
in man's experience with this underlying reality. In his view the terms "per-
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son" or "personality" are categories originating in the phenomenology of 
religion. For example, in the Old Testament the personality of man is de
rived from participation in the inviolable majesty of God (image of God), 
and in ancient Greece the stress on the person as an intellectual individual 
seems to be derived from the religious motif of man as a being that par
ticipates in the divine world-reason by virtue of his intellectual essence. 
Thus the history of religions confirms the formula that the answer (which 
is divine) determines the question (which is humanity). God's person re
fers then not to finite limitation but to the "non-manipulatedness of this 
power which at the same time, however, makes a concrete claim upon man 
in that happening which is constitutive of religious experience." 42 Talk 
of God as person expresses God's holiness. 

Such a view of God is widespread in the history of religions. Of 
course, the characteristics of these personal deities vary considerably. Yet, 
Pannenberg believes that by means of the history of religions one can dem
onstrate that the God of Israel is set off from all other deities particularly 
with regard to his freedom of action and his exclusive claim on those in 
covenant with him. He believes further that these features provide the only 
adequate basis for the historical nature of man which is valued so highly 
in the modern world. Reality is experienced as the history of ever-new 
events moving toward a future which has not yet appeared. Only the God 
of the Old and New Testaments can be the power that upholds such a 
reality. For the biblical view of the coming of the kingdom or of the future 
of God is that God himself will be the answer to "the questionableness 
of every phenomenon in the world of nature and of mankind that still 
remains open in the flow of history." 43 In so speaking of God Pannenberg 
believes that he does justice not only to the atheistic critique of theism 
while avoiding the charge of subjectivism but also to the actual essence 
of human nature, to the reality of the history of religions, and to the ex
clusive claims of the Gospel. 

Without critically analyzing Pannenberg's view on the rationality of 
God-talk, one wonders whether Pannenberg has achieved anything more 
than an affirmation that on the basis of faith one can argue that Christian 
claims about God are reasonable or make sense. However, his substantial 
claim that evidence from the history of religions rationally verifies the 
personal nature of God, and that this verification is established by reason 
apart from faith, has not been demonstrated. Instead it seems to this inter
preter that the evidence from the history of religions has been selected 
and interpreted by a prior faith commitment concerning God as personal. 
In addition, an important question remains: Does not the acceptance of 
the radical questionableness of man, understood as humanity's optancss 
to ongoing inquiry which continuously proceeds beyond every present situa-
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tion and every conception of God, endanger the exclusive claims of the 
Gospel? Pannenberg's answer is simply a confession which accepts the 
claims of the Gospel. The Gospel is not endangered by these assumptions 
because man "cannot get beyond the biblical God himself because this 
God in his almighty freedom is not among the beings existing in the world, 
but is the Lord of the future, toward whose coming the world is mov
ing."44 Does such an absolute affirmation rest on reason or on faith? Can 
Pannenberg finally escape his own charge of subjectivism? He thinks he 
can with his understanding of revelation as history. 

PANNENBERG AND THE ENLIGHTENMENT 

Before Pannenberg's theology of history is developed, it is impor
tant to understand his rejection of a central principle on which the Refor
mation was based. For the Reformers Scripture alone was the final authority 
for faith and knowledge, but Pannenberg believes that this sola scriptum 
principle of the Reformation is no longer a viable option for theology. 

Basically Pannenberg gives two reasons for his rejection of the sola 
scriptura principle. The Reformers could still believe that the historical 
content of Scripture and its literal sense coincided. However, due to the 
rise of historical criticism such belief is no longer possible. The scriptural 
presentation of the history of Israel or Jesus can no longer without qualifica
tion be considered to be identical with the actual course of events. Pan
nenberg accepts Von Rad's thesis that the tradition recorded in Scripture 
reveals an ongoing appropriation of the past in terms of present experience, 
an ongoing "contemporanization and actualization" of the redemptive facts 
of the past. 45 Thus there is a distance between the text of Scripture and 
the events to which the text witnesses, and, consequently, it is necessary 
to go behind the text to discover the events of revelation. 46 Because of 
this theological view of Scripture created by historical criticism, Panncn
berg believes that one cannot overcome the dichotomy between faith anc.l 
the events in which it is grounded by a simple appeal to Scripture. Instead, 
he believes it is necessary to show that the meaning of the redemptive 
events attested by Scripture is actually rooted in the events themselves. 
Such demonstration can be accomplished, according to Pannenberg, only 
by the exercise of historical reason itself. 

The second reason for his rejection of sola scriptura lies in the his
torical distance which is perceived to exist between "every possible theol
ogy today and the primitive Christian period." 47 Not only is there distance 
between the text of Scripture and the events to which it wttnes:;cs, but 
there is also a great gulf between the language and conceptual framework 
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of the scriptural witness and that which is necessary for understanding 
and communication today. While the Reformers could identify their own 
teaching with the content of the biblical writings, today- because of the 
awareness of the deep gulf between the intellectual milieu of Scripture 
and that of our own time- there can be no simple, naive identification 
with either Scripture, the Reformers, or the confessions. Contemporary 
theology must move in a different direction, for it "comes closest to mate
rial agreement with the biblical witness when it seriously takes up the 
questions of its own time in order to express in relation to them what 
the biblical writers expressed in the language and conceptual framework 
of their time." 48 

Because of these perceived historical distances between biblical text 
and event, and between biblical text and modern milieu, Pannenberg judges 
that an appeal to sola scriptura has become an appeal to an authoritarian 
principle. Such an authoritarian claim, he argues, is no longer considered 
acceptable where the Enlightenment has become effective, for there "all 
authoritarian claims are on principle subject to the suspicion that they 
clothe human thoughts and institutions with the splendor of divine maj
esty."49 Hence, if theology assumes that it can simply appeal to the author
ity of Scripture as a guarantee of the truth of its contents, theology is 
in effect demanding a sacrifice of the intellect by compelling human rea
son simply to submit to its truth. so Pannenberg totally accepts the Enlighten
ment demand for the freedom of human reason from all established or 
external authorities, whether political or religious, because he believes not 
only that such freedom is demanded by the Christian faith but also that 
"man's recent coming of age must itself be recognized as the fruit of the 
Christian spirit." 51 

Contrary to the opinion of many others, Pannenberg believes that 
it is possible to grant this emancipation from authoritarian structures 
without losing the real content of the Christian tradition. He believes it 
possible to distinguish the authoritarian features of the Christian faith 
from its real essence not only within the ecclesiastical tradition but even 
within Scripture itself. These authoritarian features are ascribed simply 
to the times in which the tradition was passed on. For in the biblical world, 
as well as in the ancient and medieval, authoritarian structures were not 
only not objectionable because they were so common, but Pannenberg 
argues that they were also necessary for maintaining "the identity and pu
rity of the Christian tradition."l 2 By authoritarian structures Pannenberg 
has in mind such things as a hierarchial order or the apostolic succession 
of bisho!)s, ohedience to dogmatic formulas, Scripture as a divine word 
that must be obeyed, and appeal to prophetic inspiration wi[niu Saip
ture. s 3 Today, however, due to the rise of historical criticism such authori-



FAITH, REASON, AND THE RESURRECTION 2XI 

tarian claims for tradition are no longer credible. Theology should not 
regret this development because the message of the kingdom of God es
tablishes mankind's freedom from all "unconditional human authority," 
and, therefore, "in the whole of man's political and intellectual existence, 
there are no privileged areas exempt from critical reflection." l4 Thus Pan
nenberg moves inexorably to the conclusion that theology has no choice 
but to become a critical, rational enterprise free from authoritarian struc
tures. Theology must invite others to make free, rational judgments about 
the truth and to commitment based upon such judgments. 

Pannenberg's belief that a rational theology is both necessary and 
possible produces a strong defense of theology as a science. In contrast 
to Karl Barth's refusal to subsume theology under the general concept 
of science which functions in other areas, Pannenberg accepts that general 
concept without reservation and accuses Barth of making theology rely 
on "a subjective act of the will or an irrational venture of faith." ll For 
if, as Barth claims, theology is only a critical examination of the language 
and practice of faith to determine whether it conforms to the revelation 
of God, a revelation to which faith must obediently submit, then Pannen
berg charges that subjectivism reigns in theology. Barth's positive theory 
of revelation becomes "the furthest extreme of subjectivism made into 
a theological position" because "Barth's apparently so lofty objectivity 
about God and God's word turns out to rest on no more than the irrational 
subjectivity of a venture of faith with no justification outside itself." H 

Consequently, Pannenberg fully accepts the criteria governing what Barth 
terms "heathen" science because these criteria simply make explicit the 
requirements of logic. Thus theology, as is the case with any science, must 
admit that if its statements are uncheckable, they are meaningless. 

How does Pannenberg propose to check or verify theological state
ments in order to defend his claim that theology is a science judged by 
the same criteria applied to the other sciences? The claim of the logical 
positivists that a statement is meaningful only if one can determine under 
what conditions it is true is accepted by Pannenberg, but not the highly 
restricted kinds of verification permitted by the logical positivists. Instead, 
Pannenberg proposes to test theological statements by examining the con
sequences that can be derived from them. His thesis is that "statements 
about divine reality and actions are testable by reference to their implica
tions for the understanding of finite reality insofar as God is maintained 
to be the all-determining reality."l 7 In other words, to the degree that 
theological statements open up a deeper understanding of reality or show 
that nothing can fully be understood in its particular reality without refer
ence to God, to that degree there is corroboration or confirmation of theo
logical assertions. Theological statements are hypotheses that must be tested, 
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and the test is not faith but a rational understanding of reality itself. In 
Pannenberg's eyes a confessional theology cannot defend itself against the 
charge that it only rationalizes prejudices. 58 Therefore, if theology is to 
escape the charge of subjectivism or irrationality, it must become fully 
rational. 

In order to understand what Pannenberg means by a rational theology 
and how he attempts to "prove" its assertions, it is necessary to understand 
several basic concepts: first, his concept of "revelation as history" together 
with his replies to serious questions about this concept arising from both 
historical criticism and theology; second, his view of reason as it functions 
in historical criticism; third, his understanding of the relationship between 
faith and rational insight. Only by grasping Pannenberg's understanding 
of these basic concepts can one understand his presentation of the resur
rection of Jesus as the ultimate basis for his rational theology. 

REVELATION, FAITH, AND HISTORICAL CRITICISM 

Pannenberg's theological program is in reality a theology of history. 
The basic thesis shaping his program is summarized in the following 
statement: 

History is the most comprehensive horizon of Christian theology. 
All theological questions and answers are meaningful only within 
the framework of the history which God has with humanity and 
through humanity with his whole creation- the history moving toward 
a future still hidden from the world but already revealed in Jesus 
Christ. 59 

With this thesis Pannenberg challenges the widely held assumption that 
revelation is something additional, a supplement added to or hovering 
above the historical course of events. Instead, for Pannenberg revelation 
comes not only in history but as history itself. Consequently, revelation 
is there for all to see without the need for acquiring any capacity or per
fection in addition to reason which all already possess. The "normal equip
ment for knowing" is all that one needs to apprehend revelation because 
it is appropriated simply as "a natural consequence of the facts." 60 In 
this way Pannenberg wishes to remove Christian faith from what he con
siders the arena of the irrational and subjective and to place it within ra
tional discourse. 

However, if theological knowledge is essentially historical in nature, 
then the theologian is limited- as is every other person- to pursuing such 
knowledge through historical investigation, for there is no other avenue 
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by which to gain certainty about past events. The common dichotomy 
between ordinary history or salvation history as lying beyond the arena 
of historical research must be rejected. Pannenberg argues that theology 
cannot tolerate the idea of two different kinds of history occurring on 
different planes, and the historical method cannot allow that there is ;, 
more fruitful way to certainty about past events without acknowledging 
that that way is the right historical method. 61 Thus whatever limits pertain 
to historical investigation pertain also to theological knowing. l fan event, 
because of its unique or unusual character, is opaque for the historian, 
it is no less opaque for the theologian, because no human being can daim 
any special avenue for knowing the past that is not equally available to 
any other person. Whatever claims are made for knowledge conct:ming 
the past must be confirmed by detailed historical observation. "2 

In order to maintain his position that historical research is the only 
mode of access to a past event, Pannenberg must consider several prob
lems arising from both historical criticism and theology. For example, since 
historical-critical judgments assume as criteria present human cxperic111.:c, 
historical criticism seems to be controlled necessarily by an anthroroccn· 
tric vision, and it has seemed inevitable to many that historical rescan.:h 
must apriori exclude any notion of God or transcendence. How can the 
historian as historian make any pronouncement at all concerning acts or 
God? Although Pannenberg recognizes that there has been a fundamcnl;tl 
antithesis between the world view of the historical method and the biblical 
view of God and history, he argues that such need not be the case and 
that this antithesis actually hampers the progress of historical research. 

While admitting that there is a necessary anthropocentric element 
in the methodology of historical criticism, Pannenberg argues that the 
anthropocentric worldview which has characterized modern historical rc 
search is unnecessary. Ernst Troeltsch, whose work has influenced the course 
of historical criticism, held that the historical method rests both on the 
principle of analogy, which assumes the fundamental homogeneity of all 
events, and on the principle of the universal correlation of all events. For 
Pannenberg the problem of the anthropocentric character of historit.:al 
research does not lie in the principle of correlation. Theology too Ill list 

assume that biblical events do not exist in isolation from other events but 
must be understood in correlation with the history of the Ncar htstcrn 
world, of Judaism and Hellenism. Redemptive history is not a history of 
another kind or of another realm distinct from the rest of history. Al
though this principle of correlation has been associated with a rather rigid 
view of causal relations in historical criticism which has produced an im
manentist view of the development of history, Pannenberg maintains that 
this view of causal relationships is unacceptable not only on theological 
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grounds but also on historical grounds because it "conflicts with the con
tingency of individual events." 63 Adopting a more general concept of cause, 
one that is less positivistic and deterministic but which still sees connec
tions between historical phenomena and recognizes that "historical for
mations are not 'from the first once-and-for-all-time' finished entities," 64 

Pannenberg asserts that theology has no real problems with the principle 
of historical correlation, but only with the principle of analogy in histori
cal investigations. 

The principle of analogy claims that the historical investigator can 
understand the past only in terms of that which he knows from present 
experience. Troeltsch has given a classic expression to this principle in the 
following quotation: 

Analogy with what happens before our eyes and what is given within 
ourselves is the key to criticism. Illusions, displacements, myth for
mation, fraud, and party spirit, as we see them before our own eyes, 
are the means whereby we can recognize similar things in what tradi
tion hands down. Agreement with normal, ordinary, repeatedly at
tested modes of occurrence and conditions as we know them is the 
mark of probability for the occurrences that the critic can either 
acknowledge really to have happened or leave on one side. The obser
vation of analogies between past occurrences of the same sort makes 
it possible to ascribe probability to them and to interpret the one 
that is unknown from what is known of the other. 6 ~ 

Pannenberg agrees that such an anthropocentric structure by which 
one proceeds from one's current state of knowledge to disclosures con
cerning the past is inescapable. What is objectionable in Troeltsch's for
mulation of the principle, and in much current historical investigation, 
is the assumption that all events are comprehended within a uniform, fun
damental homogeneity of all reality. Consequently, it is claimed that the 
historian can know only that which is essentially homogeneous with that 
which he already knows, and that which is truly nonhomogeneous is nec
essarily declared to be historically unreal. Flowing from such a view is 
the attempt to discover laws which govern the historical process, laws 
analogous to those in the natural sciences, but this naturalizing of the 
historical process happens at the expense of the individuality and particu
larity of historical events. Pannenberg labels these ass)Jmptions a "biased 
world view" 66 and argues, to the contrary, that analogy should be used 
to discover the individual and the particular in an historical event rather 
than merely the typical. The principle of analogy cannot be the basis for 
disputing the facticity cf .:vents which burst analogies with usual events, 
for it must always be limited by "the particularity that is present in every 
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case in the phenomena being comparcd." 67 Such a view of analogy would 
be more in harmony with a theological view of God's activity in history 
because the emphasis would fall on the individual, the particular and the 
contingent character of an event. God is not locked into a preexisting his
torical order. That which is new and never before present can occur, but 
our knowledge of the new depends upon our use of analogy while recognil.
ing its limitations. In fact, analogy makes it possible to state precisely 
the unique particularities of an event when compared with analogous par
allels. For example, the use of analogy can sharpen our awareness of the 
uniqueness of the religion of Israel by showing that while there arc simi
larities, Israel's religion is not identical with surrounding religions. Thus, 
although the principle of analogy with its anthropocentric focus continues 
to occupy a central position in historical investigation, analogy need tWl 

produce or assume an anthropocentric worldview. 
However, even if it is possible to amend satisfactorily the prin<.:iples 

governing historical criticism, can faith grant that its object is accessible 
to such historical investigation? A dominant tradition in modern theology 
has declared that faith cannot surrender its object to historical investiga
tion. One reason given for this position is that since the results of histori
cal research can be expressed only as probabilities, such results can never 
be an adequate basis for the certainty of faith. Hence the object of faith 
has been removed from the realm of history to a realm inaccessible to 
historical criticism by theologians who hold that the object of faith is re
stricted to the living personality of Jesus, or to the kerygma known only 
by faith. Pannenberg believes that this attempt to gain greater certainty 
than is possible in history results inevitably in a flight from history. When 
that occurs, faith cannot defend itself against the charge that it is b<t~ed 
upon itself and hence is based on an illusion. 

A somewhat more conservative theological tradition holds with Pan
nenberg that the historical is the conditio sine qua non of faith but main
tains that the revelatory character of these historical events cannot be known 
by historical reasoning. Against this position Pannenberg continues to main
tain that if "the revelatory and redemptive significance of the fate of Jesus 
of Nazareth can be seen only by faith and is in principle closed to the ra
tional investigation of this event, then it is impossible to see how the his
toricity of the pure facts should be able to protect faith against the re
proach that it rests upon illusion and caprice." 68 In Pannenberg's view 
the revelatory significance must be contained within the event itself; other
wise the unity of revelation and history is destroyed, and faith becomes 
merely a subjective projection. But if the revelatory meaning belongs to 
the ever,t itself, Pannenber.;; a~gues th;;;.t "'lilen it will be impossible in prin
ciple to. reject out of hand the idea that the historical investigation of this 
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event, even in its particularity, could and must discover its revelatory char
acter."69 Even though historical research cannot produce absolute certainty 
about past events and thus even the events of redemption must be con
tinuously open to historical critical review, Pannenberg does not consider 
this state of affairs an especially troublesome matter. He simply affirms 
that the certainty that is achievable is sufficient, even though it is not ab
solute. 70 Since Pannenberg believes that faith is primarily trust which fo
cuses on the promissory character of an event, he can be satisfied with 
less than absolute certainty concerning past facts. His absolute certainty 
concerns the future rather than the precise historical shape of the past. 

If, however, the revelatory significance is enclosed in the events, how 
can Pannenberg account for the fact that many historians do not perceive 
this significance in the events attested in Scripture? Pannenberg claims 
a similarity between his view of meaning inherent in historical event and 
Luther's teaching concerning the outer clarity of Scripture. Luther taught 
that the essential content of Scripture was completely clear, unambiguous 
and open for all the world to see. Nothing additional was necessary to 
make the meaning clear, and all objections to its content were judged by 
common sense (reason) itself to be without force. However, Luther did 
hold that the Devil had blinded men so that they no longer see the facts 
that are there to be seen unless they are illuminated by the Holy Spirit. 
If Luther made such a claim, how can Pannenberg sustain the claim that 
his own idea that the revelatory significance of events is accessible to reason 
is in fact similar to Luther's? 

To support his thesis, Pannenberg argues that for Luther the illumi
nation of the Spirit, even though always necessary in actuality, is only 
accidentally required. Truths of Scripture are in and of themselves con
vincing and accessible to reason, but due to the accident that Satan has 
blinded mankind, the work of the Spirit is necessary. Thus Pannenberg 
holds that for Luther the Holy Spirit "does not supplement reason, but 
rath;r frees it for its natural function." 71 Consequently, the Spirit is never 
a supplement to an exegetical or historical argument. With such an inter
pretation of Luther's position, Pannenberg believes that his own point of 
view stands on a firm footing within a venerable theological tradition. 
Faith does not make up for defective knowledge. Knowledge of past redemp
tive events and their promissory character is accessible to reason, and all 
that is necessary for knowing is the "normal equipment for knowing." 
Christian truth is not a gnostic knowledge of secrets reserved for an "in 
group," but instead Christian truth is wrapped up in events that are open 
to the general reasonableness of all persons. Through the appropriation 
of these events by reason one is led to faith, for faith is actually trust 
in the promissory character of these events which is directed toward a future 
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fulfillment. With such emphases Pannenberg desires to overcome every di· 
chotomy between revelation and history, or faith and reason, which would 
have as its result the subjectivization of faith. 

However, the problem inherent in Pannenberg's position is whet her 
he accounts adequately for the necessary work of the Spirit in the human 
perception of the revelatory meaning of events. Although ht: desires to 
avoid what he calls a gnostic point of view, which apriori limits a secret 
knowledge to a favored few, the question remains whether Pannenherg 
himself ascribes to faith an implicit priority over reason even in the acquir
ing of historical knowledge. It may be possible to argue, as Pannenherg 
does, that faith does not bring with it private knowledge received apart 
from the facts which can then be superimposed upon knowledge deriveu 
from a public knowing of facts in order to complete it. But it is far more 
difficult to argue that knowledge is achievable apart from specific faith 
presuppositions or without the illumination of faith. Or to put the maller 
in other terms, when Luther teaches in effect that common sense or reason 
knows the truth of Scripture, he is using "reason" normatively. That is, 
any use of reason which arrives at conclusions contrary to the truth of 
Scripture is by definition neither common sense nor a genuine exercise 
of reason. However, since the illumination of the Spirit is necessary to 
know the truth of Scripture, one should argue that in Luther's case- at 
least for knowledge of redemptive events- revelation and faith have pri
ority over reason and in fact control its proper use. Pannenberg rejects 
such a formulation because of his rejection of every authoritarian princi
ple and its corollary of faith as subjectivism. He prefers to argue that as 
trust (jiducia) requires knowledge (notitia) as its basis, although it goes 
beyond knowledge, so faith requires reason as its basis, although it goes 
beyond reason. Nevertheless, the question still remains whether Pannenberg 
does not, like Luther, assume the realities of revelation and faith in his 
description 6f reason and its functioning. 

Pannenberg's basic thesis that historical research is the only mode 
of access to a past event, including those proclaimed as revelatory events 
by Scripture, raises a variety of questions. In addition to those mentioned 
above, there is a basic question which arises from the historical method 
itself: On what basis can the historian as historian speak about God? Can 
he demonstrate by means of historical research that God has revealed him
self in Jesus of Nazareth? Pannenberg believes that he can. Although rec
ognizing that a few decades ago such a suggestion would have been laughed 
out of court, he claims that today it seems not so scandalous except co 
those who still hold to positivistic theories of science. 

How can the cas.::: te argued within an approvr;<de understanding 
of historical methodology? Although the historian usually works with such 
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a small segment of history that it is hardly possible to raise the question 
of God, Pannenberg argues that it can be done if the historian has "history 
as a whole in view, corresponding to the universality of God, whose revela
tion is the object of inquiry.'' 72 The question whether God has revealed 
himself in a given event can be meaningfully addressed only when there 
is an assumption concerning a "universal-historical horizon." Pannenberg 
believes that the historian can avoid such an assumption only with great 
difficulty because every historian approaches the material of history not 
just with assumptions about human nature but also with "models of courses 
of events" or ideas about "over-arching continuities." No event can be 
understood from within itself but must be seen in its continuities with 
all other events and finally with universal history. Pannenberg finds sup
port in R. Wittman's assertion that "without world history there is no 
meaning in history," and in the position of R. Collingwood who holds 
that "research into the particulars of history always presupposes an out
line of the whole of history in relation to which the material that has been 
handed down by tradition is to be interrogated.'' 73 However, one's idea 
of the unity of history must not cancel out the contingency of events. 
Thus if both unity and contingency are to be maintained, a transcendent 
ground for the unity of history is required. So Pannenberg draws his con
clusion that "the God who by the transcendence of his freedom is the 
origin of contingency in the world, is also the ground of the unity which 
comprises the contingencies as history." 74 The unity of events is grounded 
in the faithfulness of God and not in some development which endures 
from the past into the future. Hence unity and continuity are visible only 
in retrospect as the faithfulness of God links what is contingently new 
to that which has been. In Pannenberg's view history is constructed from 
the future backward, that is, the new event becomes the key to the meaning 
and unity of the past. Thus it is really the biblical God who alone makes 
it possible to conceive the unity of history in such a way that the contin
gently historical is maintained. 

Has Pannenberg imposed a faith a priori on historical research? He 
argues that he has not both because the position can be argued in terms 
of the historical material itself and because it must be remembered that 
"it was Israel's history of God and the fate of Jesus which first disclosed 
to man the understanding of the world as history.'' 7 5 Of course, this highly 
theological understanding of history cannot meet the demands of positiv
ists who contend that continuities must be derived from observations of 
particulars. But claiming Colling~ood on his side, Pannenberg asserts that 
it has been proven that such a nositivistic demand is inappropriate to the 
historical object as such.76 His own theological view of history, moreover, 
can be verified "through subsequent testing by observation of the particu-
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Iars. Its ability to take into account all known historical details would 
be the positive criterion of its truth; the proof that without its specific 
assertions the accessible information would not be at all or would only 
be incompletely explicable, can be used as a negative criterion." 77 Just 
as the ancient church had to lay claim to Greek philosophy for its witness 
to the universal deity of the Father of Jesus, so today, Pannenberg be
lieves, theologians must do the same in the arena of historical research. 
The biblical witness to God as the Creator demands such consideration. 

A DEFINITION OF REASON 

Besides arguing that theology is a rational science because revelation 
is fully historical and can be perceived by historical investigation, Panncn
berg must also define his use of "reason." Although acknowledging that 
the. perfect unity of faith and reason is promised only for the eschaton 
(1 Cor. 13:12ff.), Pannenberg believes that one should accept neither the 
ancient and medieval view which assumed a necessary tension between 
"free, rational insight and obligation to an authoritative norm" nor the 
modern understanding in which this tension has developed into sharp op
position. 78 The Augustinian position argued that since the truths of faith 
concern historical facts, faith is always dependent for its knowledge either 
upon the testimony of eyewitnesses or upon a tradition considered credi
ble and authoritative. Hence the truths of faith must always be believed 
and cannot be made fully transparent to reason, and Christian doctrine 
can never be transformed without remainder into rational insights. Sci
ence deals with universals that can be known by reason, but since the realm 
of history is the arena of particulars, there can be no science of history 
in the strict sense. Consequently, access to knowledge of history is always 
dependent upon faith, even though Christian faith is, of course, more than 
the mere acceptance of an historical tradition. However, since the dawn 
of the Enlightenment with its rejection of belief based on authority as 
irrational and the use of historical criticism with its rational method of 
settling appeals to history, Pannenberg argues that an appeal to an au
thoritative tradition looks like coercion and is in any case in vain. Never
theless, not just any definition of reason will do. In fact, Pannenberg states 
that reason as commonly understood cannot have the last word in theology 
"without violating the exaltedness of the reality of God and his revelation 
above all human conceptualization." 79 Thus, in order to make a case for 
a rational theology, Pannenberg distinguishes three typical forms of rea
son: a priori reason, receiving reason, and hiswrical reason. 8 0 The first 
two are judged unacceptable and the last acceptable for reasons which 



290 D. HOLWERDA 

look very much like reasons of faith. At least it is the case that historical 
reason can only fully understand itself on the basis of what faith knows 
about the future. 

The dominant view of reason in the West from Aristotle to Kant 
has been the view that reason is controlled by a priori principles, or prin
ciples known intuitively by the intellect. Knowledge is the result of apply
ing these principles to data derived from sense experience, and reason is 
not open to that which is incongruous with these principles. Where such 
a view of reason reigned, theologians took the position that the contents 
of Christian faith were supernatural, not derived from these a priori prin
ciples and hence beyond natural reason. To escape the problems inherent 
in this view, it would be possible to suggest, as Luther did, that these natu
ral principles be replaced by the supernatural truths of faith and in this 
way achieve a unity of faith and reason. Pannenberg does not follow this 
suggestion. Not only does he consider the traditional view of an a priori 
reason incompatible with Christian faith, he also holds that the substitu
tion of the truths of faith for a priori principles is incompatible with the 
freedom of the Enlightenment. The imposition of truths of faith as super
natural principles would be viewed as bondage and not as the fulfillment 
of reason. 

A second view of reason rejects the creative character of a priori 
reason in favor of an emphasis upon reason as a passive reception of or 
a being illumined by that which is. Reason observes, and the movement 
is from that which is to the one who observes it. 81 This view was modeled 
after Platonic insight and was thought to be amenable also to the recep
tion of supernatural revelation. Pannenberg rejects this view because it 
depends upon a Greek understanding of truth or reality as that which 
always is. Reason comprehends only that which is contemporaneously pres
ent. However, according to Pannenberg the biblical view is oriented to
ward the future because truth is a reality which is regarded as history, 
as that which will show itself in the future. Consequently, the truth of 
God does not disclose itself to contemplation by reason that is directed 
only toward that which is present. Instead the truth of God can be grasped 
only when met by trust in God's faithfulness. 82 Pannenberg believes that 
this biblical view, while preserving that which is correct in the Greek view 
-namely, that true being is enduring, stable, and speech about it is 
reliable- overcomes the Greek dualism between true being and changing 
sense appearance. It does so by understanding true being not as timeless 
but as historical and as proving its reliability through history whose future 
is open. 83 Truth is not timelessly unchangeable but is rather a process that 
runs its course and maintains itself through change. Consequentiy, the 
unity of truth is known only from the standpoint of the end. Pannenberg 
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summarizes his view in this thesis: "Since the emergence of historical con
sciousness, the unity of all reality is conceivable only as a history. Tile 
unity of truth is still possible only as a historical process, and can be known 
only from the end of this process." 84 Consequently, a view of reason which 
denies this historical character of truth is inadequate. From this line of 
critique it is apparent that Pannenberg uses faith as a criterion for I he 
rationality of reason, although he would also maintain that this is the 
best view of the nature of reality and truth and hence of reason, a view 
that can be held by those who do not share the presuppositions of Chris
tian faith. 

This view of reason which is not antithetical to faith is designated 
by Pannenberg as "historical reason." By this he has in mind the historical 
character of reason, the awareness that there is no permanently fixed strw.:
ture of reason but rather that reason is a process of ref1ection which moves 
forward continually from one stage to another. 8 l Because thought recog
nizes the difference between itself and its object, there is a continual pro
cess of reflection by means of which imagination brings forth new syn
theses. This process is always open, never achieving the synthesis that can 
be considered absolute and final. 

Wilhelm Dilthey is one who developed this historical character of 
reason. Since every individual experience has its meaning only in connec
tion with life as a whole, since the whole can be seen only in retrospect 
and since history is never finished, Dilthey held that all assertions of mean
ing can be only provisional and relative. While agreeing with the basic 
structure of Dilthey's position, Pannenberg disagrees with the conclusion. 
He agrees that an individual event or being can be given its definitive mean
ing only from a fore-conception of a final future of the whole of reality, 
a future that is still unfinished. But in contrast to Dilthey, Pannenberg 
draws the opposite conclusion: "every assertion of meaning rests upon 
a fore-conception of the final future, in the light of which the true mean
ing of every individual event first becomes expressible in a valid way." 86 

Thus human assertion of meaning can be both provisional and valid. This 
position is a consequence of Pannenberg's view that truth, reality or be
ing, is itself historical and maintains itself through change. Hence truth 
can be known provisionally and yet validly. 

This view of reason is crucial for Pannenberg's theology because 
reason, like faith, requires the horizon of eschatology. If meaning is depen
dent upon or derived from an eschatologically constituted whole and if 
reason ascribes meaning to the present and past on the basis of a fore
conception of this future, then the absolute presupposition for the func
tioning of reason is this "anticipation of a final future constituting the 
wholeness of reality." 87 Faith is similar to reason in that it is explicitly 
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directed toward that eschatological future which reason anticipates and 
from which it derives. In this view the language of faith does not and 
cannot stand in contradiction to reason. The difference is that reason is 
properly concerned primarily with present things and consequently runs 
the risk of forgetting its own presupposition by understanding itself on 
the basis of the present. Thus faith must remind reason of its own absolute 
presupposition and in so doing assists reason to become fully transparent 
to itself in its own reflection. In this way "faith can confirm itself as the 
criterion for the rationality of reason just by its orientation towards a final 
eschatological future." 8 8 

Thus Pannenberg argues that the structure and functioning of rea
son does not exclude faith. However, can reason know the future or does 
it depend here upon faith? Or is the fore-conception which reason requires 
merely a formal postulate without content? If it is, then Dilthey's conclu
sion concerning the relativity of knowledge would follow inevitably. In 
order for Pannenberg's position to stand, the fore-conception which rea
son requires for knowing must have content. In the case of Christian faith, 
knowledge derives from the preappearance of the eschatological future 
in the resurrection of Jesus. Since in Pannenberg's view this is the same 
future from which reason derives, it follows that he must hold that reason 
can know this preappearance in the history of the resurrection of Jesus. 
And that is precisely the heart ofPannenberg's rational theology. He holds, 
not that reason depends upon faith, but that faith depends upon reason. 

FAITH, REASON, AND THE HOLY SPIRIT 

Before finally examining Pannenberg's presentation of the resurrec
tion as a meaningful event accessible to reason, we should pursue further 
his understanding of the relationship between faith and rational insight. 

Everything Pannenberg writes is geared to overcoming the irrational 
bias which dominates much of modern theology. Faith for Pannenberg 
is not a risk, no ungrounded leap in the dark. If faith has no basis in 
history, it becomes mere credulity, superstition, or a tediously developed 
work of faith. In opposition to such irrational tendencies, Pannenberg 
has posited his astonishing thesis that revelation not only comes in history 
but as history and that this historical revelation is universal, open to any
one who has eyes to see and requiring no special equipment for knowing. 
Critics have responded by charging that Pannenberg either negates the 
necessity of faith or holds that faith is but an inference from that which 
reason has established. If reason as such can know the revelato,·y .::vents, 
is there any room left for a necessary work of the Holy Spirit? In his 
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desire to oppose irrationalism, has Pannenberg so capitulated to the de
mands of reason that the requirement to believe the kerygma seems to 
have evaporated? 

Pannenberg's essay "Insight and Faith" is an attempt to answer his 
critics_ Paul Althaus, in particular, charged that Pannenberg's limitation 
of faith to trust is not the Reformation usage_ The Reformation usage 
embraced three elements: knowledge, assent, and trust. While granting 
the correctness of this historical note, Pannenberg replies that the adop
tion of this broader definition in no way alleviates the real issue, namely, 
the relationship of trust to assent and knowledge_ Is faith grounded in 
knowledge or is it grounded in itself? Althaus holds the view that while 
historical facts are the essential basis for faith, it is necessary to distin
guish knowledge of the facts as such from knowledge of their revelatory, 
or saving, significance_ The former can be grasped by reason (historical 
criticism), but the latter knowledge is disclosed only in the believing ac
ceptance of the message_ Pannenberg finds such a view unacceptable be
cause it looks like the decision of faith becomes the ground of certainty. 
Faith then grounds itself, and that for Pannenberg leads back to an irra
tional view of faith. 89 Then the Christian no longer knows whether his 
faith is in fact based on supportable knowledge or is only a subjective 
reassurance. 

Contrary to such a position, Pannenberg argues that "knowledge 
of the ground of faith must, as such, logically precede faith." Yo The logic 
of faith must be distinguished from the psychology of faith. Psychologi
cally both trust and knowledge can be taken up in the same act, and, 
in fact, trust can exist in the expectation that knowledge will be disclosed. 
This often occurs where there is an atmosphere of confidence in the relia
bility of the message. However, that atmosphere has been gradually lost 
because of theology's flight from facts about history to the realm of mean
ing and the historicity of the individual. Consequently, theology today 
must reestablish the credibility of the Christian message, even though not 
every Christian need undertake this task of proving the trustworthiness 
of the knowledge that is presupposed. Theology must deal with the logic 
of faith, and logically knowledge is the presupposed basis or ground of trust. 

If the logic of faith requires the priority of knowledge and if one 
maintains that all knowledge is natural knowledge in order to avoid justi
fying the truth of the Christian message by a decision of faith, is there 
any room left for the necessary work of the Holy Spirit? Pannenberg af
firms the common Christian confession that belief in the Christian mes
sage is effected by the Holy Spirit, but he argues that the Holy Spirit is 
net tht: criterion for the truth of the message. The work of the Holy Spi1 it 
cannot be substituted for argumentation, because the criterion of truth 
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is the content of the message. Whether a message is true can be ascer
tained only by referring to the inherent meaning of the reported event. 
This knowledge of events, while less than genuine faith, constitutes the 
necessary presupposition for it. Knowledge of events is, for Pannenberg, 
more than knowledge of some bare facts, for when events are understood 
in their context, the original meaning is recognizable in the events 
themselves. Events bring their original meaning with them from the con
text in which they have occurred. But if events and meaning are open to 
rational inquiry, does it follow that by the power of one's own intellect 
one can arrive at knowledge of God? Pannenberg wishes to avoid this 
conclusion by arguing that it is the events or the message that reports events 
that bring a person to such knowledge of God. The events or the Gospel 
reporting them have the transforming power of truth emanating from them. 
The Holy Spirit works within the Gospel and does not join itself to the 
Gospel as something additional to it. Through the appropriation of these 
events true faith is sparked. True faith has to do with the future, with 
allowing oneself to be grasped by these events and the promise they 
contain. 91 

If all knowledge is natural knowledge and reason certifies the relia
bility of the message, how does Pannenberg account for the fact that not 
all persons agree that the message is reliable and consequently not all be
lieve? His answer is that "an illumination is necessary in order for that 
which is true in itself to appear evident in this character to a man." 92 

The reason that not all persons are convinced by that which is true in 
itself is that the truth is opposed by prejudgments that are themselves irra
tionally rooted. Such prejudgments cannot be swept away by rational argu
ment alone. In order for this to occur, illumination is necessary so that 
that which is clear in itself and demonstrable as true can dawn upon the 
individual person. In other words, Pannenberg believes that people "must 
first be brought to reason in order that they may also really perceive the 
event that reveals the truth of God's deity." 93 

Is Pannenberg's view of illumination the same as Calvin's teaching 
concerning the internal witness of the Spirit? Not if the internal witness 
of the Spirit means that "the content of faith is present only for the pious 
subjectivity- so that its truth cannot be presented in a way that can claim 
universal binding force." 94 For Pannenberg the Spirit is the power of the 
word itself, and more basically the Spirit belongs intrinsically to the event 
of redemption itself, namely, the ministry and destiny of Jesus and espe
cially the resurrection. The resurrection life is a Spirit-reality, and for this 
reason one can claim that faith is effected by the Spirit, that is, "by the 
eschatological reality of new life that has appeared in Christ, of which 
the Christian message speaks." 95 The Spirit is not added to the events 
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or the message but is itself their reality and meaning. Thus Panncnbcrg 
consistently shifts the focus away from subjectivity or individualistic piety 
to the events themselves with their inherent meaning. For him this is a 
shift away from restricting faith to an intellectual ghetto toward affirming 
the universally binding force of the truth-content of that faith. Although 
faith goes beyond reason as trust goes beyond knowledge, nevertheless, 
"knowledge of the revelatory event establishes the believing trust in which 
it issues." 96 Thus people must be brought to reason so that faith can tran
scend what is known about particular events by trustfully embracing the 
promise which it contains, a promise whose verification or confirmation 
awaits a future which is quite different from anything imagined. 

THE RESURRECTION: 
THE CRITICAL TEST OF PANNENBERG'S RATIONAL THEOLOGY 

If faith depends upon reason, how can reason know the preappear
ance of the eschatological future in the resurrection of Jesus? Or to ask 
the same question in another way, how can reason discover God in Jesus? 
Pannenberg's method for answering these questions is based on his tlu.:sis 
that the original meaning of an event is recognizable in the event itsdr 
because events bring their meaning with them from the context in which 
they have occurred. The claims of Jesus did not arise in a vacuum. Jesus 
himself claimed the God of Israel as his authority, and thus the historical 
context for understanding Jesus includes the Old Testament and .Jewish 
tradition. By discovering the meaning of Jesus' activity and destiny from 
the original historical context, Pannenberg argues that one thereby estab
lishes the rational basis for judging all subsequent interpretations or the 
meaning of Jesus. 

Pannenberg sketches Jesus' context as follows. The heart of Jesus' 
message was the God of the Old Testament and the nearness of his ap
proaching reign. How was this God known and understood in the Jewish 
traditions? The basic biblical assumption is that God is usually hidden. 
He is not everywhere and always equally accessible, but he can be known 
only when he chooses to reveal himself. Initially God reveals himself by 
theophany, but as God's history with Israel continues, theophanies de
crease, and it becomes evident that God's revelation of himself is indirect 
rather than direct. God's self-revelation occurs through historical acts. 

· Events announced by prophets actually take place. Miracles and victories 
in war become the means by which the God of Israel reveals himself as 
Israel's Gcd. At first attention is focused on single events, but grac.Juall)' 
the entire history of Israel from the promise made to the patriarchs to 
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the occupation of the promised land is seen as God's self-revelation, as 
evidence for Yahweh's divinity. Since what once had been promised had 
now been accomplished, this history proved to Israel the divinity of Yahweh. 

However, after the exile the past fulfillment of promises could no 
longer establish the truth of Yahweh's divinity. It could now be seen that 
the conquest of the land was but a provisional fulfillment of Yahweh's 
promise, a fulfillment that was less than what was promised. In fact, if 
there were no subsequent fulfillment, Yahweh's self-revelation could be 
called into question. Thus it was under the prophetic announcements of 
doom that a significant change occurred. Israel no longer looked back 
to the revelation of Yahweh as a past event completed in the conquest 
but looked forward to the future. The definitive self-revelation of God 
was an event still to be expected. Gradually the horizons of the prophetic 
message expanded until Israel expected the final demonstration of Yah
weh's divinity to occur not just within the horizons of Israel's history but 
within the history of the nations. In particular, apocalypticism placed this 
hope in the distant future, a hope which for the first time embraced the 
whole history of Israel and the w0rld as a "continuing totality of divine 
activity realizing a plan which had been decided at the beginning of crea
tion." 97 Only the end of history would finally and definitively reveal the 
God of Israel. Ultimate knowledge of God has to await the end for "only 
when all occurrence is ended can the divinity of God be known on the 
basis of the connection of history." 98 Since the final unity of history will 
be known only at the end, historical events can be seen in their signifi
cance only in the light of this end. 

However, if definitive and final knowledge awaits the end, could the 
apocalyptic writers themselves have had any present certainty that Yahweh 
is God? Should not doubt be the prescribed attitude until everything has 
occurred? Granting that the apocalyptic visionaries undoubtedly derived 
their own certainty from their anticipatory visions, Pannenberg argues that 
the more sober biblical position affirms that only the actual occurrence 
of what has been predicted demonstrates its truth. 99 Herein lies the 
significance of Jesus, for in him the end has occurred in advance. 

How can one know rationally that Jesus is the proleptic revelation 
of the end, and hence of the divinity of the God of Israel? The method 
requires that one determine the original meaning of Jesus' activity and 
destiny from its nearest horizon, and that was a horizon shaped by apoca
lypticism. Although Jesus was not an apocalyptic seer proclaiming vision
ary descriptions of the end time, his proclamation of the coming reign 
of God as near at hand was an apocalyptically colored prophecy. Accord
ing to Jesus the eschatological future of God's reign was no longer re
served for the distant future but was already a power determining the 
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present. In fact, the ministry of Jesus itself was already the dawning or 
this reign of God. Because Jesus' message brought about this nearness 
of God, he had to claim for himself the authority of God and that the 
salvation of mankind depended upon their response to his message. In 
this respect Jesus differs from the prophetic and apocalyptic tradition be
cause he is aware that he brings something new. His message is not only 
information about a coming reality but is itself its proleptic appearance. 
In distinction from the prophetic tradition, Jesus' own person stands in 
the center, and response to him is a response to the prophetic and apoca
lyptic tradition, but Jesus cannot be restricted to the limits of that hori
zon. Instead, it is precisely against the limits of that tradition that Jesus' 
uniqueness can be seen. What prophets and apocalyptists only knew in 
advance had now become reality in the person and ministry of Jesus. The 
end had occurred in Jesus, at least as a proleptic reality. 

Although Jesus' message of the near reign of God presupposed an 
awareness of the expectations developed by the prophetic and apocalyptic 
tradition, neither his message nor his miracles constituted definitive or 
unambiguous proof that the reign of God had dawned. As the prophetic 
word had to be confirmed by future fulfillment, so Jesus' announcement 
of the final, universal reign of God had to be confirmed by fulfillment. 
If such fulfillment failed to occur, the basis of his message would be retro
actively destroyed. 100 Hence, the acceptance of Jesus' claim during his 
earthly ministry was actually in anticipation of this final, future confir
mation by God himself through the occurrence of the end in history. 101 

According to the testimony of the disciples that confirmation oc
curred in the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. In the apocalyptic tra
dition the resurrection of the dead was the end of all history. Of course, 
that tradition expected the resurrection of all the righteous dead, and to 
that extent the resurrection of One- separate from the resurrection of all
was not expected. Still, within the horizons of that tradition, if Jesus was 
raised, his resurrection had to be understood as the occurrence of the end 
of history in the destiny of this one man. Because the resurrection of Jesus 
happened, the prophetic and apocalyptic expectation was proven to be, 
not just empty fantasy, but the truth itself. 102 Nevertheless, because it was 
the resurrection only of one, Jesus' resurrection could be only an antici
pation of the end ahead of time. Apart from the resurrection Jesus' minis
try conceivably could have been surpassed by subsequent acts of God, 
but God's act in the resurrection of Jesus is no longer surpassable by an 
inner-worldly event. 103 It is the arrival of the end ahead of time. Conse
quently, Jesus' announcement of the near end was confirmed in that it 
haiJptned in himself, aHd th~: problem implicit in an apocalyptic hope 
that looks only to the distant future was overcome, for "by the resurrection 
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of Jesus, God himself and his salvation are near to the world for all time 
to come-no matter how long the world endures .... Ultimate reality is 
already present in the midst of time." 104 

Pannenberg offers a six-point summary of the immediate, inherent 
significance of Jesus' resurrection. 105 In other words, Pannenberg argues 
that if one were a contemporary of Jesus sharing the apocalyptic expecta
tion of the resurrection, the actual occurrence of the resurrection itself 
would- without any further interpretation- communicate the following: 

(1) If Jesus has been raised, the end of the world has begun. 
(2) If Jesus has been raised, this for a Jew can only mean that God 

himself has confirmed the pre-Easter activity of Jesus. 
(3) Through his resurrection from the dead Jesus moved so close 

to the Son of Man that the insight became obvious: the Son of 
Man is none other than the man Jesus who will come again. 

(4) If Jesus, having been raised from the dead, is ascended to God 
and if thereby the end of the world has begun, then God is ulti
mately revealed in Jesus. 106 

(5) The transition to the Gentile mission is motivated by the eschato
logical resurrection of Jesus as resurrection of the crucified One. 
Since the Old Testament and Judaism expected the final revela
tion of God to occur before the eyes of all people, the beginning 
of the end in Jesus' resurrection signified the inclusion of the 
Gentiles into eschatological salvation. 

(6) The content of the words of the risen Jesus are to be understood 
as the explication of the significance inherent in the resurrection 
itself. Word and event have the same content, that is, the words 
add nothing new to the significance of the event but only expli
cate its inherent significance. For example, Paul's Gospel is an 
exegesis of the appearance of the resurrected Jesus that he expe
rienced and was not audibly communicated to him in completed 
form.•o? 

Pannenberg does not claim that every event is as unambiguous as 
the resurrection of Jesus. The crucifixion certainly was not, nor are many 
events in our own lives. Nevertheless, some occurrences contain "such ir
resistible evidence that there can be no doubt about their meaning for 
us," 108 and the resurrection of Jesus is a prime example of such an occur
rence. Thus, according to Pannenberg, if one grants that apocalypticism 
is the appropriate historical horizon for understanding the significance 
of Jesus and accepts as fact that he rose from the dead, the significance 
of that event is beyond question. In addition, the resurrection can now 
be directly the basis of faith without appealing to an authoritative, sup-
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plemental revelation. The meaning of the resurrection, which is the self
revelation of God, is carried by the event itself. 

If the end of history is the event by which God will definitively dis
close his deity, and if that end has appeared proleptically in Jesus, one 
can discover God in Jesus only through knowledge of his resurrcdion. 
But the question whether Jesus was raised from the dead is an historical 
question which can be answered only by historical arguments. In order 
to circumvent this necessity, it would be necessary to have present experi
ences of the resurrected Jesus. Thus Pannenberg holds that the question 
whether he was raised or not can be answered only by historical inquiry, 
and apart from such knowledge of the resurrection of Jesus Christian faith 
cannot protect itself against the charge of illusion. 

How can historical argument prove the fact of the resurrect ion of 
Jesus? Pannenberg's handling of Jesus' resurrection as an historical prob
lem contains little that is surprising or novel. He repeats the familiar claim 
that without the assumption of the resurrection it is very difficult to ex
plain the emergence of the Christian community in an historically con
vincing manner. 109 Its rise would remain forever an enigma. He also adopts 
the increasingly common viewpoint that objections to the resurrection based 
on its unusual or unique character are not really historical arguments at 
all. In fact, such objections are rooted in the belief that only that which 
presently occurs could have occurred in the past, a belief rooted in an 
erroneous view of both natural and historical science. 

Pannenberg believes that there are two separate resurrection tradi
tions: one focused on the appearances of the resurrected Lord and the 
other on the empty tomb. These two traditions were originally separate, 
and only later were they combined. For example, Mark records only the 
empty tomb, and Paul only the resurrection appearances, whereas both 
are found in the Gospel of John. Pannenberg judges that Paul's record 
of the appearances is historically superior because the reports in the Gos
pels contain so much that is legendary that it is difficult to find a historical 
kernel in them. This legendary character is seen especially in the tendency 
to underline the corporeality of the appearances. Therefore, Pannenberg 
concentrates on the Pauline account of the resurrection appearances to 
construct his historical argument. 

Paul's intention in enumerating the appearances of the resurrected 
Jesus is "to give proof by means of witnesses for the facticity of Jesus' 
resurrection." 110 This intention is especially clear in the note regarding the 
five hundred brethren, most of whom were still alive and could be queried 
about the matter. The fact that Paul's report is not a disinterested one 
may not be usea w disqualify its servmg as hi3toricai proof. The vital 
interest of Paul, or of any historian, could serve to disqualify only if one 
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can demonstrate that such interest prejudices the results of the inquiry, 
but Pannenberg claims that one can hardly question Paul's intent to give 
a convincing historical proof by the standards of his time. 

How does one know that the Pauline tradition is not a later, freely 
invented, legendary development? Pannenberg argues for its historical char
acter in the. following manner. Paul himself was in Jerusalem within six 
to eight years after the resurrection. Although he wrote 1 Corinthians in 
56 A.D., it is important to note that the formulas used by Paul are derived 
from an older, originally Aramaic, confession. Paul does not coin these 
phrases on his own but quotes from an already established tradition. Hence 
there is hardly sufficient time for legendary development, and Paul's tradi
tion must be treated as historical in nature. In addition, the appearances 
of the resurrected Jesus were experienced as concrete occurrences from 
without and not simply as subjective experiences. These appearances can 
be described as visions in the sense that others present may not have per
ceived them, for example, Paul's companions on the road to Damascus. 
Nevertheless, the category of visionary seeing only expresses something 
about the subjective mode of experience and may not be used to question 
the reality of the event experienced in this form. 111 

The heart of Pannenberg's historical argument is the rejection of 
alternate explanations as impossible or less plausible than the explanation 
which accepts the resurrection as fact. For example, the familiar argument 
that the appearances of Jesus were merely a product of the enthusiastic 
imagination of the disciples is rejected by Pannenberg as psychologically 
untenable. No one trained in Judaism would have responded in such a 
manner to the death of Jesus, even if they believed him to be the Messiah. 
In addition, the belief about the eschatological resurrection of Jesus
separated by an interval from the universal resurrection- was a totally 
new belief. It cannot be explained as a development from previously held 
beliefs, that is, not apart from the fact of Jesus' resurrection itself. More
over, the number and temporal distribution of the appearances militates 
against any explanation based on the theory of mass hysteria. 

Objections to the acceptance of Jesus' resurrection have also been 
raised in terms of historical science. What sorts of possibilities can the 
historian consider in reconstructing the historical correlation of events? 
Many historians operate with a view of reality which assumes that resur
rections cannot happen, a view which Pannenberg argues is untenable in 
terms of the presuppositions of modern physics. Science knows only part 
of the laws of nature, and, in any case, an individual event is never com
pletely determined by natural laws. Conformity to law is only one aspect 
of what happens. Thus Pannenberg ~.:oncludes th:it -·naturai science ex
presses the general validity of the laws of nature but must at the same 
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time declare its own inability to make definitive judgments about the pos
sibility or impossibility of an individual event, regardless of how certainly 
it is able, at least in principle, to measure the probability of an event's 
occurrence." 112 The judgment about whether or not an event has happened 
is in the final analysis an historical judgment which cannot be prejudged 
by natural science. Since the historical tradition has no other viable expla
nation for the rise of the Christian community, it should accept the resur
rection of Jesus as an historical event even if historians and all others know 
nothing more particular about it than can be derived from the Jewish 
apocalyptic tradition. In other words, even though the language used to 
designate the event is essentially metaphorical language, the resurrect ion 
of Jesus should not be denied historical status. 113 

Pannenberg admits that from the viewpoint of historical science there 
remains a real difficulty in speaking of the resurrection or Jcstts. 11

"
1 The 

original confession of the resurrection of Jesus is a conclusion which works 
backward from the appearances to the belief that Jesus did not remain 
dead, and from this belief, in connection with the empty tomb, to the 
affirmation of the resurrection. Pannenberg believes there is an inner ne
cessity in this process: if Jesus lives, then he either lives again or is trans
formed to another "life." But such a conclusion confronts the historian 
with a real difficulty. An historical event must occur in time and space 
and thus be distinguishable by its specific time and place from other events. 
The resurrection of Jesus meets the criterion of occurring at a specific 
time, but whether it can be satisfactorily located in a specific place re
mains somewhat problematic. Certainly it occurred in connection with 
an empty tomb in Jerusalem. 

However, the problem is that other events in space must have a con
tinuation in succeeding events which also occur in space and in a continu
ing relationship with what has preceded. Such is not the case with Jesus 
himself. There are no such immediately subsequent events in space or even 
in time. The resurrection is an event in time and space, but the appearances 
do not require that the appearing reality was itself in space and time. Thus 
the continuing consequences of the resurrection with reference to Jesus 
himself escape our view. Jesus has been resurrected to a new life, but he 
has disappeared from our world. Precisely what occurred historically re
mains vague. Jesus lives, but what that life is in an historical sense is 
unknown. Since the historian knows no other such event, he cannot fur
ther describe it. According to Pannenberg the historian must affirm the 
event while recognizing that the rest escapes his judgment. Thus history 
both declares the resurrection and at the same time "protects the Mystery 
of the Resurrection of Jesus." m He wever, even though the histona.1 can
not fully describe what the event of the resurrection of Jesus actually is 
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because it transcends what is historically visible, the historian must still 
name the event. For this there is no category more historically appropriate 
than the category of resurrection derived from Jewish apocalyptic. 

The theological claim that because the resurrection of Jesus is the 
beginning of a new age it cannot be perceived with the eyes of the old 
aeon is rejected by Pannenberg. Even though a metaphor must be used 
to describe the event because the resurrection of Jesus is the beginning 
of the new creation, the reality of the resurrection has been made known 
to a certain number of persons living in the reality of the old aeon. Conse
quently, if one affirms the resurrection of Jesus as an event, it must be 
affirmed as an historical event. Pannenberg also rejects the assertion of 
some theologians that faith gives an immediate, prescientific relationship 
to the past which contains within itself an unconditional certainty about 
these past events. Although Pannenberg grants that there may be such 
intuition, he argues that intuition requires confirmation through histori
cal observation in order to know whether a particular intuition is tied 
to fact or illusion. Thus Pannenberg consistently affirms the principle that 
the only method of achieving a degree of certainty concerning past events 
is historical research. 

The second line of tradition concerning the resurrection of Jesus 
is the tradition of the empty tomb. Pannenberg believes that these two 
traditions of resurrection appearances and empty tomb developed inde
pendently of each other. Hence if both are judged to be historically prob
able, there is dual confirmation of the resurrection tradition. The essence 
of Pannenberg's argument for the historicity of the empty tomb is as follows: 
Paul's silence concerning the empty tomb cannot be used against that tra
dition because Paul is concerned with the relationship between the Christ 
event and the destiny of believers. The empty tomb "belongs to the singu
larity of Jesus' fate," which in no way affects the parallel of Christ and 
the believer central to Paul's proclamation of the Gospel. u6 Thus even 
if Paul knew the tradition, which Pannenberg considers probably doubt
ful, it was of little interest in the light of his purposes. 117 However, in Jeru
salem the situation was different. There the resurrection could not have 
been proclaimed unless the empty tomb was an established fact. Critically 
important is the fact that the early Jewish polemic, which rejected the 
resurrection of Jesus, shared the conviction that the grave was empty. While 
granting that the traditions about the discovery of the empty grave are 
legendary in their textual form, Pannenberg believes that this in no way 
affects the historical character of the basic tradition. For even apart from 
the textual traditions in the Gospels, general historical considerations alone 
indicate that the proclamation of Jesus' n::surrectjon in Jerusalem is harcii;.
conceivable except on the assumption that the grave was in fact empty. 
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Theories claiming that no one knew where Jesus was buried are considered 
by Pannenberg as borrowed from the realm of fantasy. There is nothing 
in the tradition about a search for the grave, nor is there any mention 
of the matter in Jewish polemic, where it would have had a useful func
tion, if indeed it were the case. But both the Christian tradition and early 
Jewish polemic assume the fact of the empty tomb. 

The relationship between these traditions of the empty tomh and 
the appearances of the resurrected Jesus is considered extraordinarily di r
ficult by Pannenberg. He follows the scholarly opinion that locates the 
basic appearances in Galilee. These appearances are primary, and the dis
covery of the empty tomb is thought to have occurred only after the disci
ples returned from Galilee. The intertwining of appearances and empty 
tomb are considered a later, legendary development. In this perspcct ivc 
the two traditions develop independently, and neither occasions the other. 
Thus Pannenberg concludes that the reality of Jesus' resurrection must be 
considered "historically very probable, and that always means in historical 
inquiry that it is to be presupposed until contrary evidence appears." 11

M 

Throughout his entire argument Pannenberg makes no appeal to an 
authoritative tradition. His argument is strictly historical and consequently 
does not go beyond assertions of historical probability. Thus, while argu
ing that the subjective-vision hypothesis falters for psychological reasons 
and becomes still more questionable because the empty tomb is histori
cally very probable, Pannenberg admits that the situation would be very 
different if the discovery of the empty tomb was the occasion for the disci
ples' journey to Galilee. That theory has been defended, but Pannenbcrg 
judges that the assumption that the disciples concluded from the empty 
tomb that they should return home to Galilee to find Jesus rests upon 
insufficient psychological motivation. Nonetheless, if such a theory were 
possible, Pannenberg grants that the case for interpreting the appearances 
of Jesus as spontaneous visionary experiences would be strengthened. Then 
the only difficulty remaining would be the broad temporal distribution 
of the appearances. Thus Pannenberg's case rests upon historical argumen
tation that reconstructs the tradition in such a way that the reports of 
the empty tomb prior to resurrection appearances in Matthew, Luke, and 
John must be judged either as legendary or as containing motives of a 
dogmatic or editorial sort that are clearly not historical. 

Although Pannenberg attempts to build a rational historical ar
gument for the facticity of the resurrection of Jesus, the question arises 

·whether his own faith intuition concerning the resurrection does not pre
dispose him to give greater weight to certain arguments than to others. 
Psychological motivation is difficult to assess. Per:!:::p~ if one did not be
lieve that Jesus was raised, even an argument resting on the assessment 
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that the necessary psychological motivation moving the disciples from 
empty tomb to Galilee was rather weak might be considered better than 
an argument which requires one to believe that the resurrection appear
ances designate a reality existing outside the disciples' own subjectivity. 
The question can also be raised whether Pannenberg holds, contrary to 
his own historical assessment which knows nothing about what the resur
rected reality of Jesus really is, a view or belief about what that resurrected 
reality can be. For Pannenberg seems to know that any stress upon the 
corporeality of that reality is necessarily legendary. Historical argument 
requires the assessing of various pieces of evidence and weighing a variety 
of arguments about their correlation. In such arguments about the resur
rection of Jesus it seems that a faith commitment to its reality has influ
enced the structure of the historical argument. Thus the question remains: 
Has Pannenberg demonstrated by his historical arguments for the resur
rection that faith depends upon reason, or has faith in fact subtly or even 
basically affected the rational weighing of the historical evidence? 

A CRITICAL EVALUATION 

Pannenberg is to be commended for grasping the theological pen
dulum and pushing it in the opposite direction. In a world which has come 
to doubt that the Gospel makes any claims concerning truth, in which 
certain theologians even have thought it necessary to surrender virtually 
all claims to the historical truth of the Gospel in order to preserve the 
authority of the kerygma, a theology trying to demonstrate the contrary 
is absolutely essential. For Pannenberg has perceived correctly that the 
surrender of such historical claims evaporates the Christian Gospel into 
myth which may have meaning for one's individual subjectivity but which 
asserts no claims concerning the universal truth of the Gospel. If Pannen
berg wanted to demonstrate only for Christians that their faith is reason
able, not irrational, rooted in events in history, and, therefore, not merely 
a subjective or arbitrary choice, we would not object. In fact, we would 
agree that the Christian community would be the better for such efforts, 
and perhaps even the cultural atmosphere in which the Gospel is proclaimed 
would be improved by such efforts. Though that is part of Pannenberg's 
stated intention, his theological program assumes a more universal dem
onstration of the rationality of the Gospel. 119 For Pannenberg's central 
thesis is that reason precedes faith and provides the foundation on which 
faith rests. His thesis is, not the traditional "I believe in order that I may 
know," but the more modern "I know and so I believe." This basil: thesis 
raises some very serious questions. 
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Since the resurrection of Jesus as historical event is the foundation 
of Pannenberg's rational theology, we must ask whether he succeeds in 
constructing a rationally convincing argument for the truth of the resur
rection. Has he successfully demonstrated that the resurrection of Jesus 
was an event in space and time? Basically, that question is impossible to 
answer in the abstract, for whether a demonstration is convincing or not 
depends upon perspectives held by those listening to the demonstration. 
If one believes, as Pannenberg does, that God is active in history and is 
the most important historical agent, that history is an open process and 
God is not locked into a prefixed order, and that history is an indirect 
revelation of God, then the historical argument for the historicity of the 
resurrection of Jesus gains in plausibility. In fact, one who accepts such 
assumptions has the right to claim that such beliefs illumine reality and 
that without such beliefs important aspects of reality are inadequately 
or erroneously understood. But such assumptions or beliefs seem to grant 
faith a priority over reason and suggest that reason functions only within 
the context of faith. Pannenberg, however, resists that position. 

What then does Pannenberg succeed in demonstrating about the res
urrection and to whom? It would appear that for those holding beliefs 
or assumptions that differ from Pannenberg's, not much at all. For exam
ple, since Pannenberg agrees that the historian must give reasons for what 
he asserts and not merely rely on authority, he presents a variety of rea
sons for holding that the resurrection is an historical event. The chief rea
son is the list of witnesses presented by Paul. While the evidence in this 
case may be sufficient to argue that Paul is quoting from a primitive tra
dition and that he intends this listing of witnesses to function as historical 
proof, the evidence does not logically compel the conclusion that the tradi
tion is true. Establishing a tradition as primitive demands only the conclu
sion that the earliest community believed it to be true! 120 In addition, 
certain historians argue that since one expects to find miracles, myths, 
and legends in certain kinds of religious literature, such as the Bible, such 
phenomena can be interpreted with equal rational validity as interpreta
tions of the significance ascribed to Jesus by the earliest community. Even 
if one agrees with Pannenberg that there was insufficient time and lack 
of an adequate psychological context for creating a resurrection myth, 
can one argue that thereby one has established the resurrection as an his
torical event in a logically compelling fashion? Is it not rather the case 
that believing acceptance of the tradition shapes the marshalling of the 
evidence and thus the conclusion drawn from the evidence? 

The argument based upon the empty tomb is a further case in point. 
Maithew informs us that the Jews said the body had been stolen. Thu~ 
one can argue that both Jews and Christians believed that the tomb was 
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empty and that, therefore, certain hypotheses which assume that the tomb 
was not empty have little historical validity, such as hypotheses about a 
lost tomb or about primitive taboos which would have prevented anyone 
from entering the tomb. Nevertheless, the fact of an empty tomb is not 
limited to a single rational historical explanation. Pannenberg's arguments 
for the resurrection are adequate for demonstrating rationally that the re
jection of the resurrection as historical fact has no greater historical plausi
bility than the acceptance of the resurrection. In fact, Pannenberg has 
every right to claim that his arguments have greater historical plausibility, 
but being convinced that such is the case depends upon a believing accep
tance of the event itself. 

A basic problem in Pannenberg's theology is the transition from the 
probabilities of historical reason to the certainty of faith. By agreeing that 
historical reason produces only judgments of probability while affirming 
that faith requires absolute trust, Pannenberg creates a dilemma in his 
theological system. If historical reason produces only judgments of prob
ability, how can Pannenberg avoid the position of those who say that 
because the story of the empty tomb does not possess a high degree of 
probability, it can never be the cornerstone of faith? Even if Pannenberg's 
argument is valid that statements of historical or natural probabilities can
not determine whether a particular event happened or not, the problem 
remains how one moves from probability to certainty, from reason to 
faith. 

Pannenberg rejects the position that faith gives certainty regarding 
historical fact. He defines faith only as trust, as an action by which one 
trusts a promise or surrenders oneselfto another. Faith is thus confidence 
in God who will raise those who are joined to him. But faith is not itself 
an avenue of knowledge or even some greater confidence that the proposi
tions established by historical reason are true. 121 Thus Pannenberg argues 
consistently that while faith requires total trust, the necessary historical 
knowledge on which it rests remains afflicted by a relative degree of un
certainty.122 In fact, historical reasoning requires in principle that one al
low the possibility that the eschatological meaning of the history of Jesus 
could become doubtful to such a degree that the foundation for the cer
tainty of faith would be removed. Pannenberg agrees in principle that this 
is so, but he sees no occasion for apprehension concerning such future 
developments. Certainly, Pannenberg can plausibly maintain that what 
must be affirmed theoretically as a possibility need not be envisioned as 
a threatening actuality, but he has not thereby removed the problem of 
the certainty of faith. 

Can faith achieve certainty greater than reason can provide? The 
suggestion by Pannenberg that historical certainty and the certainty of 
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faith occur on different levels resolves nothing and, in fact, reinforces the 
dilemma. 12l The further suggestion that the certainty of faith is rooted 
in the peculiar nature of this particular historical event- namely, that it 
is the eschatological event which reveals the meaning of the whole of hi.~tory 
-also does not escape the dilemma. Of course, if it were possible to know 
the resurrection as the eschatological historical event with total certainly, 
then the historical event could support complete and total trust. But ac
cording to Pannenberg it is the task of historical reason to establish that 
the history of Jesus is this eschatological event, and reason cannot achieve 
absolute certainty. Thus it appears that Pannenberg has but two choices: 
either grant that faith knows more than reason can provide (and at times 
Pannenberg seems to suggest that this is so, even though that posit ion 
contradicts his basic understanding of the relation of faith and reason) 
or admit that the certainty of faith is dependent upon subjective decision. 
For if the full meaning of the resurrection, namely, that it is the eschato
logical event in which God is fully revealing himself in Jesus Christ, re
quires a step beyond historical knowledge, a leap which reason cannot 
fully warrant but faith demands, then Pannenberg himself is open to the 
charge of subjectivism that his entire theological proposal seeks to avoid. 
It may be a leap of faith which has greater historical warrant than in the 
case of Kierkegaard or Bultmann, and that may be an advantage, but. it 
remains a leap toward certainty which the evidence established by histori
cal reason cannot sustain. 

At times one is tempted to tone down Pannenberg's admittedly "hold 
and one-sided" statements and give a more moderate interpretation of his 
theological program. For Pannenberg admits that psychologically one ~.:an 
believe in Jesus without first having established by reason the truth of 
the matter and that, in fact, many persons have neither the time nor the 
competence to establish by reason the truth of the matter. Although psy
chologically this may be the case, he argues that logically knowledge pre
ceeds faith and leads into it. Thus Pannenberg maintains that the logical 
presupposition of faith is that its truth can be demonstrated. A moderate 
reading of this position would be that once faith exists, the believer can 
develop the logic of faith and give reasons for its existence. There arc even 
some statements in Pannenberg that could support such an interpretation. 
For example, there is the curious statement which affirms that truth as 
futural "can only be grasped by faith, which trusts in him who will in 
the future prove himself truly reliable." 124 Here faith is assigned an essen
tial role in acquiring knowledge. And in response to two critics Pannen
berg admits that "the movement of faith is already operative in the very 
perception vf itistorical fact." 125 Such an admission comes perilously close 
to the position on which this critical evaluation is based. This position 
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agrees that the Christian scholar must engage in rational argument with 
alternative positions, must challenge various views of reason and critically 
revise historical methodology. 126 It agrees that Christianity makes truth
claims about reality which may not be surrendered. But, in contrast to 
Pannenberg's basic thesis, this position holds that the believer has arrived 
at such a rational understanding of the truth by means of revelation which 
has compelled assent or produced insight, and hence by means of a revela
tion which has been grasped by faith. While agreeing that faith does not 
produce meaning, it maintains that apart from faith such meaning is not 
perceived. Thus,· even if the rational case constructed for the Christian 
view of reality may be accepted by others as compelling, if it is so ac
cepted, it is because a moment of illumination has occurred which is really 
an acceptance by faith of the truth of the Gospel. From this point of view 
illumination is itself the moment of faith which allows one to see and 
to articulate the truth. Pannenberg, however, restricts illumination to the 
plane of reason and consistently refuses to grant faith any priority over 
reason or in any way to speak of faith as the foundation of reason. 

Of course, Pannenberg recognizes that when the truth is presented, 
not all acknowledge it. But he ascribes this to the existence of subjective 
and irrational factors which cannot be removed by rational argument. Hence 
illumination or insight is necessary, but such insight is created not by faith 
but by the truth itself and occurs for Pannenberg on the plane of reason. 
This understanding of illumination shifts the question of understanding 
God's revelation from one of sin and guilt to one of intellectual under
standing. However, according to Scripture it is not just irrational factors 
of various kinds which must be overcome for illumination to occur, but 
it is rather mankind's basic resistance to God himself. Consequently, revela
tion must be understood first of all in a soteriological framework which 
graciously meets and overcomes human resistance to the presence of God. 
Only where such resistance has been overcome can reason be liberated 
to see the whole of reality as it is in fact. Naturally, the failure to see re
ality as it is creates or results in intellectual misunderstandings, but the 
root of such misunderstanding lies in mankind's fundamental resistance 
to God and his revelation. Thus we would maintain that reason finds it
self within the reality of salvation, but reason is not itself the entrance 
to salvation. 127 

Although it may be tempting to advocate a more moderate interpre
tation suggesting that Pannenberg wishes only to give a theological inter
pretation of reason which demonstrates that reason is hot inimical to faith 
because it requires faith's presuppositions for its own proper functioning, 
Pannenberg's own d1scussion does not allow it. For he maintains consistently 
not only that the history of Jesus is logically prior to faith but also that 



fAITH, REASON, AND THE RESURRECTION 

knowledge of that history produced by autonomous historical n:ason i.·. 
logically prior to faith and leads into faith. Thus the dilemma mentioned 
above still exists: if faith requires certainty, Pannenberg must cit ht.:r a~ 
sume an epistemology contrary to his dominant thesis that faith is not 
an avenue of knowledge but is dependent upon reason for its foundation, 
or acknowledge that he has not fully escaped the charge of sub jed ivism 
as he himself defines it. The only way out of this dilemma is to challenge 
the epistemology assumed by the autonomy of reason. Docs reason, in 
fact, establish autonomously its own criteria for validating claims to trnt h, 
or is there a prior element of commitment, trust, or belief within which 
reason functions and on the basis of which it develops criteria for validat
ing claims to truth? The essays in this book assume the latter viewpoinl. 
For example, W. Alston argues the following thesis: "There arc a number 
of irreducibly different sources of beliefs, each of which can be effectively 
evaluated, if at all, only from within, only by basing the evaluation (al 

least in part) on beliefs gained from that source. There is no Archimt.:dcan 
point from which we can make impartial judgments on these cpistemic 
claims. There is no strictly noncircular justification of a basic epistemic 
source." 128 The advantage of this alternative epistemology is that it avoids 
the dilemma of Pannenberg's scheme while retaining the intention of hi.~ 
program, namely, the insistence upon the truth-claims of Christianity, the 
necessity of defending these truth-claims by rational means against coun
terarguments, and the validity of insisting that the truth-claims of reve
lation illumine reality. 

What then about the charge of subjectivity? Need one accept as fact 
that if faith is essential for knowing the revelation of God, such knowledge 
is but the creation of human subjectivity? Pannenberg continues to char
acterize faith as a subjective decision, but by limiting faith to trust or com
mitment he seeks to escape the charge. However, even if faith is necessary 
in order to know, need one conclude that such knowledge is but a value 
judgment or a projection of human subjectivity? If faith is elicited by 
God's revelation in history and does not exist apart from it, why should 
this be considered any more subjective than any human act by which 
knowledge is acquired? If, as Pannenberg himself argues, insight is com
pelled by acts of God or by reports concerning such acts, and the power 
which convinces resides in the truth itself, and, therefore, such insight which 
is necessary but not universal is not open to the charge of subjectivity, 
why cannot one make a similar case for faith as necessary for knowledge 
without opening the door to the charge of subjectivity? The fact that Chris
tian faith is not held universally does not justify the charge that it is only 
a subjective decision, essenl.ially irrational in nature. Undoubtedly, the 
proposition that 2 + 2 = 4 is held universally and considered a proposition 
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held rationally. The power which compels this universal acceptance resides 
in the proposition itself. While the truth of the Christian faith is not held 
so universally, it does not follow that faith is essentially irrational. For 
can it not be that certain orders of reality are less accessible than others, 
that especially where the self-revelation of God is concerned the human 
sinful condition plays a more dominant role in the suppression of truth? 
If such is the case, the fact that there is universally less agreement concern
ing this revelation of God need not suggest that where revelation has cre
ated assent, such assent is irrational or merely subjective. 

There remains one premise requiring critical assessment. Because of 
his commitment to the autonomy of reason, reason which cannot be bound 
by an external authority, Pannenberg reduces revelation to event and un
derstands verbal contexts and/or pronouncements as explications of the 
inherent significance of revelatory events. For example, the writings of 
the Apostle Paul are described as an exegesis of the resurrection event 
and are not considered revelation audibly received by Paul. An intriguing 
question is whether this understanding does justice to the verbal dimen
sion even within Pannenberg's own framework. His basic thesis that events 
take their meaning with them from the context in which they occur must 
be paired with the fact that especially in regard to the resurrection that 
context is verbal in nature. It is found in the prophetic and apocalyptic 
writings which existed prior to the event of the resurrection and which 
constitute for Pannenberg the context within which the resurrection must 
be understood. In fact, his thesis is that if the essence of this apocalyptic 
vision is not believed, the resurrection cannot be understood. Therefore, 
in agreement with Paul's argument in 1 Corinthians 15, Pannenberg de
clares that "the expectation of resurrection must already be supposed as 
truth" if the resurrection of Jesus is to be understood. 129 

Thus Pannenberg consistently assumes that belief in resurrection pre
cedes an understanding of the resurrection of Jesus. Does this not imply 
that revelation in the form of promise, revelation as verbal declaration, 
demands an acceptance by virtue of itself? Does it not imply that the 
context for understanding the event is first a promise made by a faithful 
God and revealed through a prophet? Although the experience of the ful
fillment of previous promises may be "adequate" evidence for the faithful
ness of God to those who believe, the promise itself requires acceptance 
or belief prior to and apart from the adequate verification which occurs 
in the event which fulfills the promise. Not only does faith accept before 
the confirmation of the promise in events, but prior to the eschaton faith 
always believes more about the meaning of the central redemptive events 
than has yet become visible. Thus, even though events are central to the 
biblical understanding of revelation, verbal revelation, or the promise which 
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forms the context for the understanding of events, is required for an ade
quate understanding not only of what has not yet happened but also of 
what has happened. Human reason cannot decipher the meaning of reve
latory events by inference from the events themselves but instead requires 
a promissory or revelatory verbal context which has been accepted by f'ait h 
as the true context for the understanding of events. If this is correct, there 
is no reason for accepting the Enlightenment bias against believing an 
authority or believing on the basis of reliable witnesses. Pannenbcrg should 
not, and in fact cannot, surrender the Christian confession of Scripture 
as the canon for faith. 

Pannenberg assumes that the only alternatives are faith grounded 
upon itself (subjectivism) or faith grounded upon historical events rat ion
ally known. There is, however, another possibility. Faith can be under
stood as correlated with revelation. Such correlation does not require a 
sacrificium intellectus, but it does require a total surrender of the person 
to. God and to his revelation. This revelation accepted by faith becomes, 
then, the arena within which and on the basis of which reason functions. 
The slogan credo ut intellegam is not a declaration of irrationality hut 
is rather the true understanding of reason. 

Pannenberg's theological program is a significant challenge to im
portant cultural biases against the Christian faith. That it does not fully 
succeed is caused by Pannenberg's own acceptance of a significant cul
tural bias, namely, the autonomy of reason. Reason is not autonomous, 
nor does it establish autonomously its own criteria for rationality in mat
ters of either faith or science. Beliefs of various kinds are inevitably in
volved in establishing the definition of rationality. Such is the thesis of 
the various essays in this book. 
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