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Introducticn: Meta-Theological Skepticism and Foundationalism
- . ~

Religious faith in-general and Christian religious
E ] N -
faith in particular have been the focus of a variety of critiques
4 .
duriny—this century. An influential critique within analytic
- ‘B

philosophy of religion initiated by Alfred J. Ayerl and Antony,

\-' -

Flew2 maintains that putative religious and theological asser-—
tions about -God are, unlike genuine assertions and despite

”h'éi + appearances, cognitively meaningless. According to this critique,
.ﬂ\\i thgge assertions violate an émpiricist theory of cognitive

o

_meaning. Religious and theologicai.sentencgs are allegedly
neither‘verifiaple nor falsifiable,in pri;;iple by any'obser—_ 4
vable empirical state of affairs.

This critique poses a serious chaB&enge.regarding%
the beliefs involved both in a religious faith in general and
Chriétian religious faith in particular. I refer to ﬁpe challenge
the.emﬁiricist critique of cognitive meaning presents hs a
version;of meta-theological ‘skepticism. Theological‘skept'cism
is the view that consists in the doubt.or.ﬁenial that a égzticular
religious or theological belief is true, However, theological
skepéics and believers aéree that it abes make sense to ask and
pursue the gquestion whether a religioué or theological-beliéf "

is true. Meta-theological skepticisﬁ emerges as a challenge

to the views of theological skeptics and believers as a



o
consequence of reflection on a logically prior issue. Meta-

theological skepticism maintains that the agreement shared
among theologlcal skeptlcs and bellevers .is mlstaken. In par-
ticular, meta theologlcal skepticism 1nvolves “the doubt or
denial of the contention that it does make sense to ask whether
|any particular religious or theological belief is true. " Where
theological skeptics would reject these beliefs, meta-theological
skeptics woald dispense with the question altogether.

Hence, if meta—theoiogical skepticism'is sbund, it
has two potentlally ﬁamaglng consequences. Firsf, it-implies

that it no 1onger makes sense to ask whether any particular

religious or theological belief is true or false. This is

* -

because theologlcal sentences cannot be used to assert bellefs
that can be either true or false Second, meta—theologlcal
: skepeicism_provides the theoretical ‘justification for under-" ..
taking a critique of the genesis of the beliefs inéolved n a
religious faith. 1In ehis context, a critique of genesis_
accounts for the persistence of religious and theologica;
beliefs as a consequence of facfors pertaining to their psycho-
logical or socio-political origins. For eiampie, these bellefs
are construed as symptomatlc of a response to deep- seated and
as yet unresolved human needs,

Since this critique'is important and widespread among
many analjtic philosophers of religion, in this thesis I will

examine and criticize certain pervasive epistemological pre-

suppositions to which this type of critique and the challenge
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of meta—theological skepticism 6we their plausibility. In
brief, the thesis I defend: has two related components. First,
I maintain that the empiricisﬁ critique of cognitive meaning
ié but: one vers;oﬁ of meta-theological skep:Dkifm. I argue
that this first version in fact presupposeé.a second more
powerfyl version of meta-theological skepticism; The second
version is couched explicitly in terms of a generél normative
theory of the justification of our beliefs instead ofra theory
of cognitive meaning. The general normative theory of tﬁe
"justification of our beliefs at issue ‘here I refer to as
foundationalism. Second, I argue that both versions of meta-
theological skepticism owe their plausibility to a commitment
to this mistaken fou?dationaiist theory of the justificatiéﬁ
.,of our beliefs. It is the tacit acceptance of foundationalism
lhat is ultimately responsible for the potentially damaging
consequences of meta—theoiogical skepticism noted above.
N

In the conduct of my defense of these contentions,
Chapters I 2 III and Chapters £v - VI form two related uﬁits.

In the first three Chapters, I distinguish and discuss two
versions of meta—pheological skepticism directed against the
inteliigibili£y and rational justifiabi}ity respectively, of
religious and theological beliefs. In Chapter i, I offer a

brief survey of thé.literature of analytic philosophy of religion
construed as a serﬁég of moves‘Affered in response to the

3

' falsification debaté& Following Raeburne S. Heimbeck”, I

argue that the first version of meta-theological skepticism
. -

e 4



eV

fails to establish its case'against'the cognitivé meaningfulnéss
of theological sentences. Thé viéw that theological sentences
must be verifiable or falsifiable?in principle by some empirical
state of affiirs involves a confusion of criteria of meaning
fdr‘sentences with'condifions of evideﬂce fpr assertions., The
requirement that bel%éfs about Goé-allegedly expressed by
theological sentences must be checkablé by recourse to some
empirical state of affairs is at most a sufficient condition
of coénitive meaningfulngﬁs. Since theological sentences have
logical entailments and incompatibles, such sentences do- satisfy
those conditions that are necessdry for -cognitive meaning.
Hence, theological sentenceé can be used to express genuine
aséertions. As such, the question regarding how it may be possi-=
ble to justify the truth of‘these beliefs is now on the agenda '
for philosophical reflectich. . |

-In Chapter -II, I exémine Heimbeck's neglected proposal
lregarding.the justification of theological beliefs about God.
In brief, he maintains tha ,ﬂheological beliefs about God thgt
lack any direct empiricéi/intailmEnﬁé’and'incompatibles are
justifiable if they can bhe inferred f;om theological beliefs
about God that do have some direct empirical entailments and
incoméaﬁibles. In addition, Heimbeck maintains that these
lower level theological beliefs such as the Christian resurrection

claim, for-example, are justifiable if they can be inferred in a

. process of reasoning from signs, as conducted in theologies upon

the "data" recorded'and preserved for instance in the Gospels.



I_consider thét Heimbeck is correct to distinguish between two
types of theological‘belieﬁa in a system of such beliefs. But
I argue that he is mistaken ﬁo hold that the justification of
theological beliefs dépends ultimately and straightforwardly
~on empirical fact. Against Heimbeck, I maintain that a system
of theoiogical beliefs.is justifiable, if at all, only in the
context afforded by an initial judgemén;,dé the significance
of a participant's alleged experience of God. It is in terms
of these judgemeﬁts of significance that phenomena and experiences
‘are construed by participants as signs warranting for them an
inference to the truth of particular theological beliefs.
However, the recognition of this context-dependent
character of the justification of theological beliefs can be
intetpreted iﬁ at least two ways. as I discuss in Chapter III,
first it can be construed as suggesfing that the justificatién
of theological beliefs is a gquestion regardiné the epistemic
right ,of believers to interpret and judge thé significance of
their alleged experience of God in a particular way and to infer
on ih@s basis to the truth of particular theological beliefs.
"Second, it can also be interpretéd as evidence warranting an
inportant objection. If theological gé;iefs are justifiablke
only within a context presupposing an initial judgement of-the
supposed religious significance of their experience, many

philosophers may object that such beliefs cannot be considered

rationally justifiable. I note that this manner of interpreting

-



the ébntext—dependent character of the justification of theo-
logical beliefs is in fact a second version of meta-theological
skepticism. Like the first version of meta-theclogical skepticism,
this objection is levelled against the very possibility of
justifying any particular religious or theological belief. But
this second version does not contend that religious and theo-
logical sentences are cognitively meaningless. It contends
rather that theological beliefs about God are not rationally
justifiable because the manner in which these beliefs are
allegedly justified violates certain conditions assumed to be
characteristic of the justification of our beliefs generally.
Hence, if this second version of meta-theological skepticism is
sound, once again it threatens to block the point of considering
seriously the guestion regarding the trﬁth of religioﬁs and
theological beliefs.

But I consider that this potenﬁial objection no less
than the first version of meta-theological skepticism is mis-
taken. In fact, both versions of this type of critique, whether
directed against the intelligibility or rational justifiability
of theological heliefs abgut God, owe their plausibility to the
unquestioned acceptance of foundationalism. It is this theory
of justifiéation that has provided‘the episfemological framework
in which much analytic philosg%hy of religion has been conducted.

"Foundationaiism" is a powerful and pervasive theory
of the justification of any and all claims to knowledge regard-

less of their subject matter and.regardless of particular



coﬁtexts of ingquiry. It asserts first, that any purported
knowledge consists of a system of beliefs which however much
they can be said to support each other, are nonetheless thought_
ultimately to repose on epistemologically basic beliefs.
Epistemologically basic beliefs are a class of beliefs that )

are intrinsically credible. Their justification does not pre-
suppose any other iess basic beliefs, Second, almost all versions
of foundationalism stipulate general conditions of ratiocnal
basicalitf that any belief must satisfy if it is to be considered
epistemologically basic for a system of beliefs. If the beliefs
considered to be epistemologically basic in a pafticular system

of beliefs or their presuppositions are not justifiable in terms
of a class of epistemologically basic beliefs that satisfy the |
requisite general conditions for rational basicality‘then neither
these beliefs nor the beliefs,they allegedly support can bé

considered rationally justifiable. Hence none of these beliefs,

whether putatively basic or non-basic cap be considére@»- g{Ei—
$ately as candidates for the question regdrding their truth or
falsity. \
» The link between foundational?sm and meta-theological \\////
skepticism is this. Whether meta-theologica skepticism is
couched in terms of a challengé against tHe cognitivé'meaning—
fulness of theoclogical sentences or theirational justifiability
of theologicgl beliéfs, both versions presuppoée that it is °
legitimaie to reqguest that some theologi;al sentences or beliefs

A i —

must be justifiable in terms of a class of epistemologically

\



basic beliefs. Indeed, both versions of meta—theologica%
skepticism can dispense with any guestion regarding the truth
or falsity of theological beliefs and sc pose the challenge °
they do,.only if the theoloéical sentences or beliefs at issue
fail to be justifiable in terms of a class of beliefs that
satisfy such conditions of rational basicality. éut the view
that the rationality of theological beliefs must be established
in this way presumes that the structure of the justification of

a system of theological beliefs is foundationalist. Again, the

main objective of this thesis is to. undermine the challenge

.posed by either version of meta-theological skepticism. I

secure this objective by a critigque of the presumptioen that the
ratienality of theological beliefs must be established by showing
how these beliefs” are justifgeble in terms of a class of epis-
temologically basic beliefs,

Hence, in the next three Chapters IV - VI, I illustrate,
examine and criticize the presence and impact of the foundation-
alist perspective presupposed by both versions of meta-theo- .
logical skepticism. In Chapter IV, I illustrate the manner in
which foundationalism has shaped and guided the conduct of a
philosophy of religion. Basically it has done so in two
important respects. First, it is responsible for sustaining
the widespread view that what is central to the practice chiefly
of the Christian, Jewish and Moslem faiths is” a particular
minimal set of theological beliefs about God. This set of

beliefs constitutes the logical core presupposéd by those beliefs
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thatléﬁn-be ;egaréed réasonably as epistemologically basic

within these faiths; once their putative cognitive elements

have been reconstructed on the foundationalist model. Sec¢ond

within our knowledge as a_whole, it is clear tpat the‘belief,

for example, "that there is a God" is hardly itself an epis-

temologically basic belieﬁ. Hence, if this presuppositibn is

rationally warranted this must be established independently of_

thé context of any particular religious faith as the subject

§f a‘broperly philosophical inquiry. It is a consequence of

the tacit acceptance of foundatiOnaliSm that the following

equally widespreaq view of the main aim of a philosophical

reflection on the beliefs invélved in. the practice of a

religious faith emerges. The philosopher's role is thought to

consist larg€ly in the critical amalysis of this central core

of theological beliefs and their allgggd'relationﬁhip to

experience. The main objective of this study is to establish, .

neutralize or undermine doubts about the rational credentials

of this theélogical presupposition. Only 'if logically central

theological beliefs survive such scrutiny, are we‘gﬁtiﬁled to’

conclude that they are 1egitim§tély presupposed by the surrounding

matrix of religious and theological beliefs that together justify

the rationaiity of the religious practices that presuppose them.
In Chapté: Vv, I examine and criticize the foundﬁf}onalist

view shared by mﬁny apologists and meta-theological skeptics

regarding the way this scrutiné'is‘to be'accomplighed. I

submit that boéhlgroups tacitly assume that the rationality of



-~

\.-“

10
.‘ . - - }

3

~ theological beliefs about God must be established by showing
how these beliefs are justifiable in terms of a class of epis-
ﬁemologically basic beliefs; beliefs that satisfy conditions
of rational basicality allegedly valid independent of all con-
texfs of inquiry.v Given a foundationalist account of the
structure of justification, I defend this contention by dis-
tinguishing between two possible strategies for establisﬂing
the rationality of theol;gical beliefs. In addition, I showl
that it is the putative failuxe of either of these strategiés
that spawns each of the two versioné of meta—ﬁheological‘
skepticism distinguished above. In brief, I maintain that'it
is the foundationalist view of the structure of the justifi-
cati&% of our beliefs assumed in both versions of meta-
theological skepticism that is untenable. It is untenable
because it is a mistake to suppoée that the justification of
our beliefs génerally must repose on a certailn special class
of epiétéﬁélogically basic beliefs. 1Indeed, given the recénﬁ
pbwerful criticisms levelled against foundationalism, it is
doubtful that the&e can be any epistemclogically basic beliefs
in the requisite sense.

Finally, in Chapter VI, I consider some of the impli-
cations of the collapse of the ﬁoundationalist theory of the
justification of our beliefs for the rationality of theological
beliefs, I submit that is an unreasonablé reguest, because in
principle unsatisfiable, to hold that the rationélity of theo-
logical beliefs must be established in the foundationalist

manner. Nor is there any legitimate philosophical reason

'
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warranting the view that if the justification of religious and
theological beliefs is context-dependent in the manner I
allege, the structure of the justification of these beliefs
is necessarily suspect. However, this does not imply that
displaying the rationality of theolcegical beljefs within the
context of a particular religious faith is a matter readily
resolved, In particular, I begin by arguing that though a '
believer's alleged experiende of God does possess evidential
value for the justification of his beliefs, it does not warrant

—:Lthe view that within the context of his faith, his belief in
' God can be regarded by him as epistemologically basic,

But in the absence of a foundationalist perspective,
it is important to consider how the evidential value of such
alleged experiences is to be construed. If foundationalism
has Seen the tacitly accepted epistemological horizon in which
philosophical reflection has been conducted on religious faith
by apologists, skeptics and immunizers, it should 6ccasion no
surprise that to abandon it is potentially {is? with conéequehces
‘for the study of religious faith both by participants and
observers., Toward this end, I offer a sketch of an alternative
approach to our subject that may prove fruitful. 'In brief, it
is an alternative that abandons the foundationalist presumption
that compels us to reconstruct what is tral to the practice
of a particular religious faith as if t;jE\Fonsisted in the
adherence by its practitioners .to the tiuth of* a’ particular

set of theological beliefs. The main defect of this view is
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that it conceals the diversity of theological beliefs and inter-
pretations that is characteristic{fof instance, of the Christian
religious faith at.any particular time. The alternative Iloffer
is an approach that construes particular theclogical beliéfs
and systems of theological belief as but oﬁe historically
developing component among manj others of the expressive body
of a participant's religious faith. Such beliefs are better
~construed as the fallible human products of diverse often con-
flicting and intersecting theological research areas. These
beliefs are designed £o'expréss, articulate and understand in
all of its ramifications the meaning for human living of
initial formative judéements of fhe significance of a religious
community's alleged experience of God. For Christians, for
example, it is their-alleged experience of God, whose ultimate )
significance they judge to be discernible in Jesus Christ, that
is central if anything is, for their faith. .

In this respect, I think it fair to say that this
thesis can be construed as a prolegomenon to an epistemology
of religiocus and theological beliefs. I say this because
throughout the empha§is consisss'in the removal of philosophical
obstacles that threaten to‘obstrucﬁ the serious consideration
of the guestion regarding the Eruth of religious and theo-
loglcal beliefs. Chief among these- p?llosophlcal obstacles

are the two versions of meta-theological skepticism and the

foundationalist perspective they presuppose.
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Recently we have been warned that "in fact the whole

idea of foundations orfgrounﬁs or justification here is without
sense, Foundationalism is a pﬁTTbsophical mythology." In
addition, we are tecld that "such philosophical fohndationalism
is not needed. It is not something the loés of which under-
mines our capacity to make sense of our lives"4. Perhapé 50,
I am also very critical of its impact upon recent analytic
philosophy of religion. However, I maintain that th;s epis-
temological perspective is not senseless, It is impértantly
mistaken. Moreover, a critique and rejection of foundationalism
implies only that this particular epistemological framework for
understanding the justification of religious and theological
beliefs is unacceptable. It does not warrant the radical
fideistic ;onclqsion that these beliefs are groundless or in
any sense-without "foundation". Nor does it Qarrant'éhe con- "
clusion that no accéptable account of the justification of these
beliefs is available. In any case, once this foundationalist
epistemologfégl perspective is abandoned, I suggest that a
more promising philosophical refleétion on the practice of a
religious faith an% belief than has hitherto been Eossible

may ensue.
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Chapter 1l: ' Analytic Philosophy of Religion
and Theological Beliefs

‘.

1.1 Philosophical Inguiry and Religious Language

* The relationship between philosophical reflection and
religious faith has a long and complex history in our western
tradition. Problems such as the status and validity df the
proofs of the existence of God and the possibility, nature and
limits of religious knowledge, to mention but two prominent
examples, have preoccupied philosophers as diverse in their
presuppositions and convictions as St. Augustine, St. Thomas,
‘Spinoza and Kant. Yet the persistence of these apparently
"perennial" issues should not be permitted to. blind us to the
fact that how thesé-problems have been understood, le# alone
treated, has not remained everywhere the same throughout the
course of this history. This is not at all to hold that
his%orically situated philosophers can never be found to
address the same problems. Tt is only a reminder that
difficult and important i8sues such as these can and do undergo
subtle shifts which, if unnoticed, can léad us to misunder-~

stand the solutions proposed.
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Today, it appears that the philosophy of religicn,
if it is to thrive at all, is required to exist oﬁ the charity
of two wealthy donors: the rich and varied practice of
religious 1life and philosophy. that éurports to be a clarifyin
reflection uporr it. Yet the sustenance offered is but grudgingly
given while the living granted seems less tﬂan respectable. So
on the one hand, a philosophy of religioh is sometimes sus-
pected by other philosophers as an enterprise that. is really
a concealed theo}ogy cor a form of apologetics conducté& by
philosopherS'wﬁo, despite whatever sophistication they can
:muster, have ceased ta be rigoroué.l On the other hand, same
believers may greet the philosopher of religion as an inter—‘
loper., They may suspect that the pﬁilosophy of religion is
a study performed by someone who is 3ll—equipped to understand
 what religion is. Besidgs, with‘some Aéasugs,of justifiable
indignation, believers may éomp-ain that it is not for the
philosopher, however sympathetic, to tell them in what their
religion consists or what it should Be.z ' 2

These protests are not without warrant. They can be
understood as expressions of two apparently irreconcilable‘-
traditions concerninakwhat philosophy of religion is. So
some contemporary philosophers may suspect é philosopher of
religion of trying to develop a religious philosophy in disguise
and in the tradition so long prominent in the west from the

third to the eighteenth centuries. As is well known, the



tradition of religious philocsophy, whether rep>§€ented by

Augustine or Aquinas, d®ew its content and inspiration from
¥

the life and practice of religious faith. Prominent among

-

the.objecfi of religio philqsoghﬁ;was the attempt to
understand and articula systeﬁ;tically religiods 1ife and
faith. In brief, this proach issued inhanphilosqphy tha%
reflects upon the practide of religious faith. Exponents of
tﬁ}é tradition did not sedk nor did they attempt to‘repléqe
it. Jndeed, many members of this tradition shared, its theo- .
loglcal project and accepted its theologlcal‘presupp051t10ns.
Their aim was to clarlfy the presupp051t10ns of religious falth
and to provmde a theory capable of guiding such a practlce.'
Believers are rightly suspicious of the philosopher
of religion because, Ig__ phllosopherﬁ\SUCh a person may well
study religious faath in the ilght of a moderq;EGncepflon of
philosophy that is ini;ical to any and all presupposifiﬁns
let alone theological ones. In the tradition of modern
philosophy) its most impoftant .task istnow understood to se
the critical assessment, establishment or ;ejection of our

presuppositions. From this perspective, modern philosophy

of religion, as introduced and developed sinqe Kantl,segrches
religious life and‘faith for those components qhich conform
to the fequireﬁents of human rgasbn. Here one filters and

. L]
retains those é%ements of religious phenomena that are com-

patible. with or -foster the aim.of introducing and-sustaining

*



‘its results need not necessarily be hostile to the inte;ests'
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- a form of rationality 'in the service both of human autonomy

and universal undistorted comminication. _Thi§fProjeét and

of believers and their faith. But thé danger of such a philosoﬁhy
of relf@ionlis that it can lead and has on oécasion led to a dis-
tortion of what religion is by making it conform to the
interests and requirements of an external éténﬁérd.
It is'iﬁ‘the context of these *brief historical
remarks that I would like to discuss and asséss the contribution
g;de by analytic bhilosopheré of religion to refiection‘upon o
the nature of réligious;faith. Sincé the publicatién‘of _ -

Alfred J. Aver's Language Truth and Logic3, work by analytic

philosophers of religion has increased steadily both in
quantity and quality. Distinctive of this style of philo-
sophical reflectibn has been'aﬁ-intense and prolonged pre-
occupation with what has come to be referred to as’ "the logic
of'reiigious languagél" This is not to suggest that previous
philosophers have ignored inquiry into religious laﬁguage.

One thinks of the scholastic doctrine of analogy for instance.

Nevertheless, analytic philosophers have stressed, more than -

anyone else,‘that-philosophical issues raised by reflection

on religious faith are best approached and undérstqod in terms
and within the context of an anéleis of the meaning -of

.. 4
religious language.

This concern for the meaning of religiocus language



19

is of course an aspect of a broader understanding of the nature

of philosophical inguiry itself. Such a stance tends to

‘understand the main task of philosophy as cdncefned with the

analysis of the language in which claims to kpowledge, moral
judgements, aesthétic values or beliefs and judgements involveé
in a religious faith are expressed. Its aim thereby, is the “
clarification of the meéning of our concepts and the rules
governing the uses of language in these contexts. The
philosopher is not primarily concerned with the nature of

human beings, the world or God as much as he or she aims to
clarify the meaning of such claims. But consonant with the
tradition of modern philosophy, this clarification is con-
ducted with an eye to determining what they entail and how

they mightbeassessed.5

| Analytic philosophers of religion tend to focus on
"talk about talk of God". But this starting peint and focus
should not be thought somehow to minimize the importance of
this work especially for the éhilosophy'of religion. After
alf>\yhatever 6ne'understands by religious faith or religious
experience, such faith and experience mu§£ sooner oF,later

find an'expression in language. To be sure, one must resist
the temptation tp reduce such phenomena without remainder to
this linguistic dimension, as if religicus faith and experience

were to be understood conly in terms of its cognitive aspects

to the exclusiocn of its moral and emotional aspects. Nevertheless,
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religious uses of language have served and do serve important
functions for believers in the context of their religious
lives. On the face of it then, there is plausibility in
the suggestion exploited by analytic philosophers that an
appropriate,.if not the best, way to interpretband under-
stand religious faith énd experience is to investigate it as

it is expressed in language.,

1.2 Three Types of Critique and the Falsification Challenge

& major preoccupation among many anaiytic philosophers
of religion has been an empiricist critiqﬁe of the cognitive or
factual significance of the language of a religious faith.

This c¢ritique in effect challénées the legitimacy of considering
religious assertions as possible{candidates for truth and
falsity. Certainly £§;s issue,:6} bétter this family of issues,
'dbes not exhaust the range of gquestions stuéied by analytic
philosophers of religion. In addition, as yet no generally
accepted set of conclusions has emerged from the discussion

of it. What has emerged is a consensus that the questions
focusing on the factual intelligibility of religious and
théologicaigianguage are of central importance.6

To understand the importance of this sort of
critique, it is helpful to compare it to several other types

.

of critiques that have been developed since the eighteenth

”
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century. As is recegnized on all sides, reiigious faith in
general and Christian religious faith in particular, have
suffered many crises. The message to which beligvers bear
witness in their faith is ofteﬁ‘greeted with skepticism from
those to whom they attempt to communicate it. It is a EQisis
because, though the message is intended as u?iversal, many
cften fail to understand or appreciate the significance
believers cdnsidef'it to have. This skepticism has assumed
three logically distinct but related forms.

First, skepticism may take’ the form of a simple
denial or doubt about the truth of particular religious beliefs.
This theological skepticism can be maintained for a variety of
reasons. It may be a conseqﬁence of a critique baged on cer-

¢tain scientific or oﬁtological views about the nature qf
the world, such that any reference to causal agency of a
creator, for instance, is an "unnecessary hypothesis”. It
may also be based on -historical considerations that allegedly
render suspect the value of the documents of a particular
religious tradition as evideﬁce for the truth of religiéhs‘
and thdological beliefs. 1In either case, skepticism sustained

by such

critique is derived as a consequence cof the assess-
ment of the truth or falsity of religicus and theological

beliefs. | Hence, this type of critique, whether conducted by

believerg or skeptics can be referred to simply as a critique

of the/truth of the beliefs expreséed in religious and theo-

1 language.7
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_Secénd; and more radica} than theological skepticism,
is a fbrm_of skepticism that can be describéd as meta-theo-
logical. Th%s form of;skepticism and the type of critique
that sustains it is concerned with assessing the "validityf
of theological language and beliefs. Certainly "validity"
ordinarily refers to the assessment of arguments.’ But in this
context, it may be understood as applying to sentences and
beliefs: a sentence or belief is valid o%}y if it can be
considered legitimatelf-as a possible candidate for truth and
falsity. Specifically, meta-theological skepticism addresses
the logically prior questioﬁ assumed in the conduct of a
critique of truth+ To perform a critigque of truth at all
assumes that it makes sense to ask, let alone affirm or deny,
whether religious and theological sentences can be used tof
express genuine aséértions or beliefs that can be either true
or false. Meta—theologicai skepticism is the view that it

R
does_not make sense to ask this question about religious and
theological beliefs. As I w}ll demonstrate below, in fact
there at least two possible and related versions of the:
critique of validity. It can be performed either in the
context of a general theory of knowledge or in the context of
a theory df cognitive meaning that itself presupposes an
epistemology. In either case, this type of critique 1is cléarly
more radical than a critique of the truth of theological )

beliefs. If it is successful and these sentences or beliefs

are invalid, then there is no justification or ratiohal
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warrant even to'raise the first—orderﬁestion regarding the
truth or falsity of these alleged beliefsl

Third-and more radical still than any version of
meta-théological skepticism is a form of skepticisﬁ that emerges
as a consequence of a critique of the genesis of theological
beliefs. In its most well known vérsions, exponeﬁts of the

L]

critique of genesis seek to account for thg persistence of
theological beiiéfs in termé of psychological or socioleogical-
political factors whose operation is in.either case hidden
from those who still puréue the question.of the truth of

these alleged beliefs. This type of critique can be under-
stood to arise as a conseguence of the acceptance of the

results of a succ%ssfully executed critique of'validity. As
is obvious, there are many sophisticated believers, skeptics-...
and agnostics who persist in holding either that theological
beliefs are true or false or that the evidence here is quite
inconclusive. But if it were established that‘religious and
theological sentences and beliefs are invalid, this persis-
tence cagnqt but appear puzzling. The reason for this puzzle-
ment is that to hold that these sentences or beliefs are

invalid is to hold that they cannot be considered legitimately
as candidates for truth or falsity. Hence, believers, skeptics
and agnostics, who continue to refuse to recognize the

invalidity of these beliefs and press their concern regarding

the truth of these alleged beliefs, are not merely theoretically
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mistaken. Their persistencenin this obduracy can be construed
as indicative of a failure of rationality that requires or -
prompts a need for some explanation serving to account for the
fact'that they mislead themselves and perhaps others in this
way. To provide this explanation, that is unavailable to
believers, skeptics and agnostics, some thinkers have developed
and exploited the critique of genesis as the‘vehicle that poses
and pursues the guestion of the origins of this persistence.
The critigque of genesis, inspired by the work of the
three "masters;of suspicion", Marx, Nietzsche and Freud, is
more radical than either theological or meta-theological
skepticism. This is because it présses the accusation that
all expressions of a particular religious‘faith are ideological.
Be they doctrines, rites, rituals, etc., these expressions are
ideological in- the sense that they are held and practi;ed in
order to conceal and jugtify interests and purposes whose
real significancé is hidden from those who espouse them. As
such, the practice of the critique of genesis involves the
decision that we can understand beliefs of this sort only if
and when we can reconstruct their psychological or social-
poiitical genesis. These reconstructions serve to exposé deep-
seated needs located in the psychologicél or social conditions
" of human life that are as yet unresolved and manifested in
distorted form by the persistence of religiocus and theological

. beliefs.8
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This short sketch of three types of crifique, truth,
validity and genesis, is not meant to be exhaustive. But given
this short sketch, it is worth noting that the second, the
critique of Galidity, plays a pivotal role. With respect to
the critigue of truth,- if the c¢ritique of validity is success-
ful, we are assured that there is no point in asking after the
truth of religious and theological beliefs because they cannot
be true or false. With respect to the critique of genesis,
if the critique of validity is successful, we are assured,
despite the continued protests of believers, skeptics. and
agnostics, that these beliefs must be ideological. Conversely,
if the critique of validity can be met, two important con-
sequences follow. First, the question regarding the truth
of theological beliefs is worth pursuing because there are no
theoretical obstacles indicating that it cannot be resolved,
(though practical obstacles remain of course). Second, the
persistence of religious and théological beliefs is not ) ‘
necessarily iﬁdicative of a failure of rationality that
requires a genetic explanation to decipher Ehe "real éigni—
ficance" of these beliefs and account for the psychological
aﬁd social mechanisms of delusion allegedly responsible for
this persiétence,(though in some instances it may be). It
is for these reasons that I consider that an extended exami-
nation of meta-theological skepticism and its péesuppositions

is worthwhile.9
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In addition, it is also clear that it is the second,
" the critique of the validity of religious and theclogical
language conducted sin tHe context of a theory of cognitive
meaning, that has preoccupied many analytic philosophers of
religion. 1In this form, the critique of vaiidity invokes an
empiricist theory of cognitive meaning that specifies the

conditions that must be satisfied by the religious and

.

theological beliefs fhese sentences purport to express, if
they are to be considered legitimately as candidates for

truth or falsity. As Kai Nielsen has put it:
-
...whatever it is that we are allegedly
asserting if we are making a genuine
factual assertion, it must be possible
to show what it would be like for the
assertion to be true or probably true
and what it would be like for the asser-
_tion to be false or probably false. If
that condition did not obtain, if God
talk does not lay itself open to experiential
confirmation or disconfirmation in this way
...it, no matter how emotively meaningful
is without factual significance and makes
no genuine truth-claim.l0

Meta-theological skepticism, in this context, is the view that

the sentences alldgedly used to express religious and theo-

logical beliefs about God cannot be used as genuine assertions

because they cannot be experientially confirmed or disconfirmed
#iin this way. Hence, these sentences are invalid and so are

not entitled to be considered as legitimate candidates for

truth or falsity.



Without doubt, the most influential text stimulating
the discussion of meta-theological skepticism in the context
of a theory of cognitive or factual meaningfulness w§s the
publication of a symposium entitled "Theology and Falsification",
consisting in its anthologized form of contributions by Antony

11

Flew, Richard M. Hare and Basil Mitchell. As is well known,

Flew introduces the discussion by means of a parable adopted

-

12

ffom John Wisdom about two explorers who chance upon a
clea$ing in a jungle in which there are flowers and weeds.
The question that pre-occupied them was whether or not there
is a gardener who takes care of it. When it is observed that
no one has seen a gardener, the explorer who believes that
there is a gardener responds that the gardéner is iqvisible
and intangible, etc. The paraéle ends with the Sképtical
explorér suggesting that, in the final analysis,what the believing
explorer says about éhe properly qualified gardener does not
differ in any way from saying that there is "an imaginary
gardener" or "no gafdener at all". Dying a death.by a thou-
sand qualifications, the believer has dissipated all the
content of his-"fine brash hypothesis". such that it is really
the expression of a "picture preference" and not an assertion
at all.

Among the many jobs that sentences like "God loves

all human beings" and "God is creator" may be intended to do,

 they are also meant to express assertions or beliefs that such



and such is reélly the case. But to assert that X is the case
is equivalent to denying that X is not the case. As such,

the practical import of this tautology is thaﬁ if“oné’is in

4

doubt about what a person asserts in ﬁ sentence, 6he4way to
overcome the doubt is to find out what counts against or is‘
incompatible with this assertion. As Flew put it, "to know
the meaning of the negation of an assertion, is as near -as
makes no matter, to know fhe meaning of that assertion."13
This suggests that if there is nothing which would count
against an assertion-or which Qould be incompatible with it,
then one muét conclude that nothing has been assertéﬁ. In
effect, if a sentence is to pass as an assertion it must be
falsifiable. The challenge raised for theologians by this view
is that if religious and theclogical sentences are to be
cognitively or factually meaningful, theologians must indicate
what, in principle, could count for or against their truth,
{as in Nielsen's version of this challenge}: If not, religious
and fheological sentences-cannot be used to express assertions
and are not cognitively meaningful, so that it makes no sense
to ask whether or not they are true.1?
Several points are worth noticing. PFirst, unlike
an earlier and considerably more exuberant positivism, this
version of meta-theological ékepticism focuses only on specific

religious, or rather, theclocgical sentences. For instance,

it does not claim that any and all such language is unreservedly
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meaninglesé because it is not empifically verifiable.ls.
Mindful of the problems characteristic of verifiability as a
univefsal criterion of meaning, both Flew and later critics
direct their attention simply.td the question whether or not
theological sentences are cogﬁitively meaningful. Can they
be used to express genuine assertions or beliefs? For Flew,
they can be so used only if they are in principle falsifiable.
Actually Flew's point is admirably crude. Theologians main- h
tain that "God loves all human beiﬁgs" and "God is creator"
exXpress genuine assertions that are true. If so, Flew asks
theologians to indicate in concrete factual terms, how these
alleged assertions affect our views about the way things are.
Second; thoﬁgh Flew Joes not acknowled%e whether
this is so, the criterion of falsifiabiiity %ay well have been
borrowed .from the work of Karl R. Popper on the philosopﬂy of
science. If so, it is used iq a way that Popper himself did
not intend. Popper suggested it as a proposal for demarcating
within the realm of cognitively meaningful discourse those
‘assertions that are to be considered as scientific from those
which aéé not.1® But to repeat, the issue, for this version of
meta-theological skepticism, is a concern for the cognitive
neaningfulness of religious language in the context of a test

provided by falsifiability as a-criterion of cognitive

meaning. Flew and other meta-theological skeptics do not
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propose falsifiability as a criterion of demarcation. Rather
they invoke it as a means for distinguishing ﬁhose sentences
that have cognitive meaning from those sentences that do not..

Again, any sentence that is not in principle falsi-
_fiable does not express a génuine assertion that can be either
true or false. Whatever meaning these sentences have it is
not cognitive meaning.

Third, if Flew's case against the cognitive meaning-
fulness of religious and theological senteﬁces is sound, it
is devastating for the.rationality of the.beliefs of any par-
ticu}ar religious faith. It threatens to obliterate an
important distinction between the expressive and referential
functions of religious and theological language; "Religious
language as used in prayer or during religious rituals and
celebrations for instance,.is mainly expressive and'performa-_
tive. 1In it believers express and bear witness to
their attitude toward God, their understanding of themselves
in their relationship with Goa and their commi;ment to live

acéording to that relationship. Theological language is

primarily referential. Here, believers attempt to determine
wﬁo God is, not for themselves, but in Himself as far as this
is huménly possible. This second-order largely reflective‘
task is crucial in overcoming a constant danger inherent in
the use of expressive language; namely, the idolatrous iden-

tification and consequent reduction of God to that of a function



perceived by them in their lives. But the execution of this

theological task pfesupposes %£hat theoldgical sentences do
. |

have a legitimate referential function and so can be used to

. eXxpress genuine ,assertions or beliefs.! But, if Flew's version
|

f meta-theologica skeptic%sm is sound, no such distinctionj
) s N

//\“'etween the exppessive and referential functions' of religidué
and theological language can be made and all such language

is without cognitive meaning.

1.3 Four Responses to the Falsification Challenge

Sigce Flew initiated the debate, a variety of

responses have appeared that have contributed to the clari-

fication of';he cognitive meaningfulness of religious language.
These regpdﬁség can be divided usefully into four types. As
/ the literatﬁfe here is immense, I propose to discuss each type
briefly and to offer_some criticai remarks designed to high-

light some of the ways they have enhanced the discussion of

this issue.18

The first response is simply to admit that Flew

is correct and unassailable on his, own ground. Religious and
_ { 4

-

theological language cannot be used to express assertions, and

so cannot qualify as a candidate for truth and falsity. But theo-

lagical sentences do serve other impditant functions tnat deserve

E o

to be retained. Amorig philosophers, Richard M. Hare, Richard

W
i

A
0

I‘v-.'
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B. Braithwaite and Ronald Hepburn are prominent exponents of

19

this position. Braithwaite, for example, holds that theo-

logical sentences must be re-interpreted as referring to a

\J

. L ] .
moral commitment. To say that "God loves all human beings"
is really to announce or express a person's intention to -live

his 1ife as if love were the ultimate value. Further,

all other components of religious discourse, parables, for

instance, are to.be understood as psychologigsi“héds\for

sustaining such a moral commitment. The strategy of this

Py

response is clear. A religious faith dPes'not involve believing
that a set of assertions are true. If we are not to réject
this discourse outright, some other justifiable use for it

must be found.. Hence, Braithewaiter suggests that "a religilous

belief is an intention to behave in a certain way (a moral

belief) together with the entertainment of certain storiesr—\

) 20
. <
However much such a reductionist account may satisfy

associated with the intention in the mind of the believer."

emgifisist requirements, it. cannot pass if the position is
consérued as a description of the meaning of all religious,
including theological,languﬁge. Certainly, an important com-
ponent of any religious and theological language is its moral
or practical implications for'living affdily human life. But
participants in a religious faith do consider themselves able“
to inform us about important, indeed crucial, features of the“
way things are that are not and perhaps cannot be known in

any other way. As Ian M. Crombie remarks:
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Creation, Redemption, Judgement are not
to be accepted as illuminating fables,
but affirmed as faithful parables. That
these parables-deepen our understanding
of the world is one of the grounds for
affirming them; it is by no means the
whole content of that affirmation. To
believe these doctrines is not only to
believe that they illuminate the facts
which come within our view, but alsc to
believe that they do so because they

are revelatory of facts which lie outside
our .view.

o

Of course, Crombiéumay well be mistaken about whether theo-
logical beliefs c;n successfuiiy play this role. But befére
executing such a far-reaching theological surrender of the
.élaims to'gruth made on behalf of theological beliefs, as
Braithwaite in effect advocates, we would do well to consider
other responses to the challenge that do not capitulate so
guickly or so completely. .

The second response is to argue that Flew's meta-
theological skepticai challenge to theologians can be answered
on its own terms. Religious and theologicai ianguége can be
used to express genuine assertions and so does gqualify as a
candidate for truth or falsity/ Basil Mitchell, thn Hick
and Ian M. Crombie are important representatives of this
response;zz\ According to Hick, for example, religious faith
is neither.simply a matter of.ﬁelieving certain assertions to
be irue, nor simply a matter of liviﬁé a certain kind of

life, though no doubt it involves both of these components.

More importantly, religious faith is a total interpretation
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of the world that aetermines what is significant in it and
prescribes a certain way of life. This is also truelof
atheism but the difference between them is "a real and not
a merely empty or verbal cho-ice".23 It is more than a matter
of our "picture preference". Tﬂis is because believers hold
a religious view of the world that predicts the occurrence of
certain events that wouid, if they occur, count for or against
the truth of the beliefs their religious interpretation involves.
For instance, if it is true that persons will enjoy continued
personal existence after death in communion with Géd in which
the fulfillment of His purpose for them is experienced, then
this circumstance would count for the truth of the religious
interpretation of this life aﬁd against the truth of an
atheistic reading, however ambigudhs eithér interpretation ié
presently conceded to be.24
' Though this doctrine of "eschatological verification”
is not intended.to establish that religious and theological
statements are true, "but to show that they make factual
assertions, and are accordingly true-or-false", it is not

without its own problems.25

Thus, for exémple, there are
doubts about whether or not the concept of personal existence
after death, presupposed by the notion of eéchatological veri-
fication, itself is coherent. Further, should this be coherent,

there is also some question as to whether or not Hick's

argument -is gquestion-begging inasmuch as his description of



the Celestial City and the life to come appears to presuppose
the véry cognitive ;!!hingfulness of the language about God
that the doctrine of eschatoclogical verification is intro-
duced. to insure. HNow it may be possible tq re—describe
Christian eschatological expectations in non-theistic terms,
but the gquestion remains whether this or any other theological

26 After all, perhaps it will

belief is falsifiable or not.
be true that in a hereafter, we will directly perceive or
encounter God in a transfigured world, but it is doubtful

that even the most other-worldly Christian would consent to
relegating the cognitive meaning of "God loves all human

beings" and other such important theological beliefs wholly to

a realm beyond all present experience.

The third.response draws its inspiration from the
later work of Ludwig Wittgenstein. Represented among philos-
ophers of religion by Pewi Z. Phillips, William D. Hudson and
Anders, Nygren, this response is referred to varioﬁsly as d
Wittgensteinian fideism, conceptual relativism or the language-
game view of religiOn.27 For fideists, religious uses of

language,. in particular the assertion of religious and theo-

logical beliefs, constitute a distinctive set of language

" games that participants in this unique form of social life use

whenever they. engage in or give expression to it. Like other
language games, whether those characteristic of the practice

of science or the moral life, religious language games are

»
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distinctive inasmuch as the criteria for cognitive meaning-

fulness are given within and are internal to the practice of

this form of life itself. Hudson expresses the important

thesis of this position making clear its strategy in response

to Flew's challenge in this manner: !

Religious belief can only be understood
from within; and it is immune to charges
of incoherence, unintelligibility, .
irrationality, or non-accordance with
objective reality, from without, because
like any other universe of discourse, it
sets its own definitive criterion of
coherence, intelligibility, rationality
/ and reality.28

o

f
Flew'éjversion of tfe critique of validity is rejected because
it erngly demands that religious discourse be evaluated by a
criterion that is borrowed from but applicable in another
language-game, science. To demand that religious beliefs,
like the Last Judgement, be testable acco}aing to some criterion
of falsifiability is te treat it as a scientific hypotheéis and
50 misunderstand its nature and function.29

Fideists, generally, have been very .sensitive to the
wide variety of uses of\}eligious language in religious life.
They are right to ingist that to understand the meaning of the
language of religicus belief, car?ful attention must be paid
to the kinds of context, situations and experiences in-which
this language functions énd which it attempts to illuminate.
They are also right to be suspiéious of the legitimacy of |

- evaluating religious language according to criteria adopted



from another source, and to reject simple models for testing .
religioué beliefs. In any philésophical reflection_ubon the
natureﬂof religioué faith and belief, it is an extremély
delicate question Which domain is to provide the prin-
ciples of evaluation. This is éimply because religious faith
apparently lays exclusive claim to open up dimensions of the
real and of the significance of human experience that may
remain wholly inaccessible without it. This is.not at all
merely a matter of supplying new factual information. It is
rather to insist that such claims to trﬁth must be understood
on their own terms. As Paul Ricoaur suggests, religious
claims to truth "imply that we d9?not yet recognize the truth
value of this kind of language if we do not put in guestion
the criteria of truth which are borrowed from other spheres of
‘di§course; mainly the scientific one, whether we invoke a
criterion of verification or a criterion of falsification."30
Saying this should not be ‘thought to imply that
religious beliefs cannot or do not reqﬁife juétification or
that evidence for them is not relevant. Xt times, Phillips
seems to hold this view. For instance, he writes that just
because evidence may be relevant for some religious beliefs,
"one cannot conclude that it makes sense to ask for the
evidence or grounds of every religious belief". Using

Wittgenstein's exémple cf a belief in the Last Judgement,

Phillips makes clear that he is warning against our interpreting
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the meaning of such a belief as a hypothesis about some future
event. Rather its meaning is to be understood in terms of

"seeing how the belief regulates a person's life".31

Phillips
is doubtless right to issue this warning about treating
religious beliefs as hypotheses, to be held tentatively,
worthy only of that level of assent warranted by the avail-
able evidence. A danger with this sort of position is a
temptat}on to reduce the meaning of religious language to the
role it has in the lives of those who use it. This move
creétes.the misleading impression that such differences as
there are between skeptics and believers, not to mention
differences among believers, is a difference really between
those who are comfortable with religious usestof language and
those who are not.

To séy that religious lang;age has this or that
function in a person's life cannot be used as an excuse to
"immunize this discourse against gquestions about the legiti-
macy, propriety, value, justification, reasonableness or
truth of these functions. Doubtldas it is true that very
often disagreements between skeptics and believers and among )
believeré themselves are fraught with dangers of misunder-
.standing. But as Peter Donovan points out, especially in
those cases‘where the skeptig_in question is a person who

formerly did believe and participated wholéheartedly in

the language-game:
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...the most obvious explanation of how

the two parties differ is that the
believer makes a favourable assessment

of the things he takes as supporting

his belief, while the unbeliever makes

an unfavourable assessment, considering
the evidence unconvincing and so rejecting
the belief. This is not to say that the
‘disagreement between beliffver and skeptic
is a simple disagreement over a factual
issue. It is much more complex than that;
but the complexity arises from the obscurity
of religious fact claims and the tests
relevant to them, not from the parties

to the dispute operating with totally
different.concepts of fact, evidence and
reasonableness of belief. 2

Though I am very sympathetic to fiaeism as an accoﬁnt of how

the meaning of religious language, including rgligious and
theological beliefs is to be understood, I think Donovan's

point is well taken. To construe religious beliefs as attempts
to say something true about the way things are and their
significance.for us is to stress a crucial feature of tnese beliefs
that ought not to be ignored. His remark'begins to suggest

some important questions that I will return to below. 1In
particular, just how does evidence rglate to religious beliefs
given.the sorts of experience they claim to illuminate? How

is evidence for these beliefs to be interpreted? What warrant
;is thére for interpreting it in sucﬁ a way that the truth or w3
Vfalsity,of particular religious beliefs can be discerned.

what is the relation between religious beliefs properly

»

interpreted and evaluated to the religious.faith they express?

»
»
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The fqurth'and final type of response is to .guestion

direcfﬁy the legitimacy of Flew's challenge in particular and

this variety of the critique of wvalidity in general. George

Mavrodes, Alvin Plantinga, James Kellenberger and Raeburne S.
Heimbeck are advocates of this strategy.33 According to
Heimbeck, the case for the sort of meta-theological skepticism
espoused by empiricist philosophers within analytic philosophy
of religion rests on two theses. The first is that "check-
ability", which includes verifiability or falsifiability, on
empirical grounds aléne is a necessary condition for tns\ﬁj/
N :

cognitive meaningfulness of sentences employing the word
"God".* The second is that these sentences cannot be used to
express assertions which are either verifiable or falsifiable
on empirical grounds alone. The importance of Heimbeck's -
work is indicated by the statement of his own aims when he
says that he will argue:

...that checkability on empirical grounds

alone is a sufficient but not a necessary

~condition for cognitive significance, that

'God' sentences satisfy those conditions

that are truly necessary, and that at

least some of them even satisfy the

criterion of verifiability and falsi-

fiability on empirical grounds alone.34
Not only does he claim to unpack the confusions present in
thisrtype of critique of validity, {(thereby disposing of the

first thesis of the meta—theoldgical‘skeptic's case), more

impcrtantly, he begins the task of re-opening the question
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regarding how theclogical beliefs may be justifiable by
‘addressing the second thesis. Whateverrone méy think of
Heimbeck's answer to the latter questioﬁ, one thing is
already clear. The gquestion of the truth and justification
of theological beliefs would rémain closed if the empiricist
critique of cognitive meaningfulneés were permitted+to stand.
If Heimbeck, and the other philosophers who adoptféome form -
of direct response to meta—theoiogical skepticisﬁ are right,
such a guestion can no longér be postpdned.
According to Heimbeck, the first thesis of meta-

.
theological skepticism is mistaken. Theological sentences
need not be checkable in principle, (verifiable or falsifiable),
on empirical grounds alone in order for them to be used to
exXpress genuine assertions. To hold that these sentences
mﬁst be checkable in either, or both of these ways is to
confuse an important difference between criteria-;f cognitive
meaning for sentences and evidence for or agaipst an assertion.
Criteria of cognitive meaning stipulate the conditions that
must obtain if the assertion made by a cognitive sentence is
true or false. Evidence refers to those conditions that must
obtain if ye are to know or-have reason to believe that a
’Farticular assertion is true or false. To borrow Heimbeck's
example, "having an embryo @r foetus in her womb is tﬁe

criterion (the truth condition) if the assertion made by the

sentence "Mrs. Jones is pregnant" is true. While "positive
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results of Mrs; Jones's rabbit and/or frog test(s) and an
x~ray photograph revealing the presence of an.embryo or
foetus adhering tc the wall of her uterus afe evidence
(verification-conditions) for her being pregnant."35

Certainly criteria or truth-conditions are related
to evidence but that is not a reason for confusing semantic
with epistémological considerations. In fact, that a seﬁ—
tence is checkable presupposes that such sentences are
cognitively méaningful. In Heimbeck's idiom, verifiability
or faisifiability constffute cnly sufficient conditions and
nof necessary conditions of cognitive meaningfulness. If
a sentence is checkable it indicates that it can be used to
expfess an assertion about what is the case. But it is not
necessary that it be checkable fdrit.to be cognitively
meaningful. The conditions that are both necessary and
sufficient if a sentence is to be used to exéress'an assertion
are that it have entailments and incompat;ibles.36 Under
these conditions, theological sentences are cognitively
significant and therefore can be consideréd’as candidates
for truth or falsity. For instance, the seﬁtence "God loves
all human beings" is cognitively meaningful because it satisfies
the appropriate conditions. Among other things, it entails
that "God is aware of humans as existiﬁg beings, is interested

in humans and their desfiny, has a benevolent concern for

human well-being, wills their well-being and happiness
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(salvation), desires tg give something of himself toward that
well-being" while it is inéompatible with the sentence; "God
wills the eternal damnation and misery of all human beings."B'7
'The failure to draw a distinction between criteria
of cognitive meaning and evidenée manifests itself in Flew's
version of the critique of validity of religious language in
two ways. It prompts Flew ﬁisﬁgkenly to assume that the
"meaning of a se?ﬁpnce.is equivalent to the empirical expecta-
tions of the statement it makes" and in his "identification of
the 'counts against' relation with the 'is incompatible with'
relation - thé‘conflation.of falsifiability and incompati-
bility,“38 Consider only the first way, for example, the con-
fusion is expressed in Flew'; claim that there is no difference
in meaning between the éentences "an imaginary gardener tends
a plot"; "an invisible gardener tends a plot"; and "no gar-
dener tends a plot." There gs no difference only if we tie
the meaning of a sentence directly to the checking procedures
and the expected results’ of such tests that would be invoked
if we are to know or have good reason for believing it\to be
true. To do that is to cénfuse criteria of cognitive.meaning
With evidence. 1In fact, the first sentence-has no -cognitive’
content at all while the second‘and third sentences have
different cognitive meaning because they have different
entailments and incompatibles. The former sentence entails

the affirmation of a causal hypothesis while the third



sentence entails the denial of a causal hypothesis.39 To
be sure, there is a connection between cognitive méaningful-

ness and checkability. But to repeat, the connection is that

.checkability, verifiability/falsifiability in principle is

" only a sufficient condition and not a necessary condition of

cognitive meaningfulness.

1.4 A Clue for the Checkability of Theological Beliefs

As I mentioned above, Heimbeck also addresses the

second thesis of Flew's version of meta-theological skepticism,

. that theological beliefs are not verifiable or falsifiable on

empirical grounds alone. Carrying out this second task is in
no way necessary for the argument disposing of the eﬁpiricist'
critique of the cognitive meaningfulness of theologigal sen-
tences. This latter job is already completed once it is
recognized that it is not necessary that theological sen;
tences be checkable for them to be considered as expressing
genuine assertions or beliefs. It is enough that these
sentences have logical entailments and incompatibles. , This
assures us that the assertions or beliefs these sentences
express are legitimate candidates for the question of how
their truth or falsity may be ascertained. But as Heimbeck
notes, if it can be demonstrated that within any theological

discourse there are some important theological assertions

et
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which are checkable on empirical grounds alone, the case for
the cognitive meaningfulness of theologigal sentences will be
doubly secure. It will provide an additional reason for the

claim that theological sentences can be used to express

n

genuine assertions and this established on the meta-theological
skeptic's own ground.40

Clearly, if any theological beliefs are to be con:

clusively verifiable or falsifiable on empirical grounds alone

. \—;,Egén some of them must have empirical entailments and incom-

patibles. For Heimbeck, in any system of theological bellefs,
it is possible to distinguish between two types of theological
belief. I will refer to this distinction as a distinction
between category A and category B theclogical beliefs.
Category A theological beliefs, (Heimbeck's "G2 statements"),
are those thch have only other theological beliefs as entail-
ments or incompatibles. .In addition, though at some point
certain empirical beliefs may be requisite as.evidence for
the truth of category A theological beliefs, nonetheless the
direct evidence for fhe truth of thgse beliefs will be
expressed dnly by othe£ theological beliefs., Examples of

. _
cdtegory A theological beliefs are "Hear,‘o Israel, the Lord
Thy-God, the Lord is One", "God is one vet Ehree, a Trinity
in unity and unity in Trinity", "God the Holy Spirit proceeded
from God the Father and from EBH*fhe~Son Together, not from

God the Father alone" and "God loves all human beings".q;

r
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Cateéory B théologica}.beliefs, (Heimbe&k's "Gl state- éf—
ments") are those theological beliefs that have séme empirical '
entailments and inébmpatibles. .In addition, the evidence
directly pertinent to establishing the Aruth of particular'
category B theological beliefs consists, according to Heimbeck,
only of other empirical beliefs. Thé pfime example of‘this
type of ‘theological belief, whose theological importance in ] .
a Christian context is clear, islthe'belief regarding the
resurrection; "God raised Jesus of Nazareth from the dead near B
Jerusélem at time T2“. It is formulated in this fashion
because as it stands’, it entails thé truth of the following

two straightforwardly empirical beliefs: "Jesus was dead

hear Jerusalem at time Tl“ and "Jesus of Nazareth was alive

and in the vicinity of Jerusalem at time T W 14 addition,

3
this example also entails the category A theological belief:
"God is a causal agent", a non-empirical entaiiment. It is
these second categbry B ;héological beiiefs that provide the
"empirical anchorage" for any. theological system;‘.They are
also "logically central to the system of classical Christian
theism" because these beliefs serve as the foundation for
infer;ing’gg the tru%&\?f category A theological beliefs.42
Once this distinction is made the approach charac-
teristi of_man§ anaiytic philosophers of-religion cannot butfa
appear ironic as Heimbeck is quigk to point out.. Much of the

literature of the recent meta-theological discussion has dealt

{
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exclusively with cjtegory A theological beliefs such as
"God exists" or "Gofl is a necessary being" or "God is creator”
and the analysi 5 the "logically central® category B theo-
logical beliefs has been allowed to pass unnoticed, let alone
'Analyzed. But if category A theological beliefs are them--
selves highly complex conclusions inferred from category B
theological beliefs then the current trend in the literature -
should be reversed. As Heimbeck argues:

...if a difficult G, statement ZEategory a/,

such as the one made by 'God loves all human

beings'... is backed in part by the state-

ment expressed by 'God sent his son to die

for the sins of the world' which in turn is’

backed in part by the statement made by

'The Word became flesh in the person of

Jesus Christ,' which in turn is backed

partly by the statement made by 'God raised

Jesus from the dead', then the discussion

of the checkability of G-statements should

focus on_the logical analysis of G1 state-

‘ments, /category §7.43
The overwhelming tendency among recent analytic philosophers
of religion has been to assume that the appropriateness of
religious interpretations of our experience and religious
responses generally, depends upon the truth of the doctrinal
beliefs they support. .But if Heimbeck is correct, these
doctrinal beliefs, largely consisting of category A theological
beliefs, as found in the Apostle's Creed for instance, are
better understood as complex inferences from and proposals

for perspicuously representing the significance of that which
1 .

is asserted in category B theological sentences as these in

-

—

_—
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turn are derived from the Gospels.

The failure to notice this distinction between two
types of_theological belief underlies the following objection
offered by Kai Nielsen. It is recognized both by skeptics
and believers that "God" does not name anything empirical or
anything that could be construed as a logical construction
out of empiricals. God is not now an object of direct obser-
‘vation réadily available to all. So says Nielsen: - .

...it is logically impossible directly to

confirm or infirm such central segments of

nonanthropomorphic God Talk. But then it

is also impossible ‘'indirectly to confirm

or: infirm them, for 'indirectly' could only

gualify 'confirm' or 'infirm', if it had an

intelligible opposite. But if it is logically
impossible 'directly to confirm or infirm

them', then 'indirectly confirm or infirm'

is deprived of its putative intelligible

opposite.

Following Heimbeck, at most Nielsen's objection is applicable
only to category A theclogical beliefs. But if these are
inferred from category B theological beliefs and if these

are conclusively verifiable or falsifiable on empirical
grounds alone, then the objection collapses.

To.conéider falsifiability for instance, Heimbeck
offers two ways in which category B theological beliefs can ~
be falsified on empirical grounds alone.

If a G statement (category B), has a

purely empirical entailment and if that

empirical entailment is conclusively

falsifiable on empirical grounds alone,

then the entailing G statement ({category
B) is (on analogy with modus tollens)
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ipso facto conclusively falsifiable on
empirical grounds alone.

™" The second way is
...1f a G statement (category B) has a
purely empirical incompatible and if
that empirical incompatible is conclu-
sively verifiable on empirical grounds
alone, then the incompatible G state-
ment (category B) is (on analogy with
modus ponende tollens) ipso facto con-
clusively falsifiable on empirical
grounds alone.43
To consider his example once more, the category B theological
. ¥ .
belief "God raised Jesus of Nazareth from the dead near
i
Jerusalem at T," is conclusively falsifiable on empirical
grounds alone because it implies the belief, "Jesus of
Nazareth was alive and in the vicinity of Jerusalem at T3"
and it 1is incompatible with the belief "Jesus of Nazareth was
- not alive at T3". Hence contra Nielsen, since the truth of

both this ent;%ipent and iﬁcqmpatible of ﬁhis'category B
theological beliéf can be checkéd solely against what is given
in experience, some theological beliefs can be'directly
infirmed. Further, if category A theological beliefs are
inferred from category B theological beliefs then category A
theological beliefs can be indirectly infirméd from that
which is given im experience.46
Before critically examining Heimbeck's proposals
for the verification of catégory B theological assertions a

review of the discussion thus far may prove helpful. I have

argued that analytic philosophers of religion have been



50
prominent exponents of the strafegy of ap?roaching Christian
religious faith and efperieﬁce as it is expfgssed in language.
In doing so, many have focuééd their‘attention upon the analysis.
of a sophisticated expression of this fdith ég it appears in
theology. The.major,preoccupation ﬁas been the family of
issues raised concerning the cognitive or factual meaningful-
ness of theological sentences about the exiétgnce and properties
of God. This concern is expressed in ﬁhe_thesis that theo-
logical'sentencés cannot be used to express genuine assert}ons
because they are neither verifiable nor falsifiable in pri;—'
ciple by any empirical state of affairs. Such sentences, it
is alleged, are gognitively meaningless, and so cannot be
considered as candidates for, truth or falsity.

| Given this challenge, no less tﬁan four distinct
responses have been develcped, "left—wing" reductionism,
"right-wing" eschatological verificationism, Wittgensteinian
fideism and the strategy of direct cohfron_tation.47 Each of
these positions'has contributed in various ways to the dis-
cussion of this issue. The fourth response is decisive in
tﬁis context be;ause it diréctly questicns the legitimacy of
this style of empirigisﬁ critique. As Heimbeck, for instance,
has.demonstrated, this versién of the critique of Validity'
rests upon a version of the checkability fheory of meaning

that can sustain the meta-theoclogical skeptic's case only if

a confusion between criteria of meaning and evidence is
. '



\\ 51

permitted to stand. Thismeans, in effect, that the claim
that a theological senéence must be’ checkable by some empirical
state of,affairé in order to be used to express genuine
éssertions is mistaken. This requirement is at most a
sufficient condition of cognitive‘@eéningfulness.. Because
theological sentences have entailments and i;gompatibles,
they do satisfy those conditions that are necessary and e
therefore they éan be used to‘express genuine as;ertions.

If Héimbeck and the other analytic philosophers
who have adopted this strategy are correct,'thén there is
no longer any legitimate philosophical reason fbr evading S;T
postponing the question how it may be possible to make out
the truth or falsity of religious and theological beliefs.
Theological sentences are cognitively significant and so are
rightful candidates for the truth guestion. To accomplish
the task of providing an account of the justification of
theological beliefs Heimbeck hés prov%ded an important clue
- that will serve as a‘usefﬁl startggg point. If one distinguishes
between category A and éatego;y_B theologicalrbeliefs, the
former having no direct empirical entailments and incom-
pa£ibles while the latter have some, it appears that cate-
gory B theological)beliefs can be shown to be falsifiable
directly upon empirical grounds alone. Category A theological
beliefs,which are conclusions iﬁferred from category B theo-

=% .
. TN . N .
logical beliefs, are falsifiable indirectly on empirical

-
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grounds alone. But the truly important questions emerge in
connection with demonstrating, the possibility of verifying
category B theological beliefs. Heimbeck maintains that
these are also conclusively verifiable on empirical grounds
alone. 1In examining his proposed solution to this guestion,
two further questions will also be addressed. First, what
is the lationship:bétween category B theological beliefs
and thelp enomena, the experiences, they are degigned to
interpret? Second, can religious and theological language
and the beliefs it affirms as a whole really be understood
to depend ultimately upon empirical grounds alome in the

manner Heimbeck proposes?

a3l
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Often underlying this attitude is the tacit assumption
that religion is a mode of life that has been or is in
the process of being replaced by some secular form of
enlightenment. This latter mode of life is itself often
considered due to the impact of modern science and
critical philosophy. For a recgnt example see Kai
Nielsen, Contemporary Critiques of Religion, (London:
Macmillan, 1971), p. 1.

See, for instance, Louis Dupré&, who quotes with approval'

the fellowing remark from Henry Duméry concerning the_
idea of God: ¢
The philosopher encounters.this idea;

he is not the author of i1t. He must

therefore seek to know what it 51gn1f1es

and what role in life can be assignéd to

it. . But he is net to mold it as he pleases

nor turn it to uses which do not answer

to the fundamental aspiration of the sub-

ject. In these conditions, the God of
philosophies is from the start a theft

and a blunder. One pretends to believe

that the idea of God is the property of
philosophy, whereas it is borrowed from

the religious life.

Louis Dupré&, "Metaphysics and Religious Faith",
reprinted in Robert E. Wood- ed., The Future of Meta-
physics, (Chicago: Quadrangle, 1970), p. 264.

Alfred J. Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic¢, [Harmondsworth:

Penguin, 1971, 1lst ed. 1936).

For a recent historical survey of the development of
analytic philosophy of religion, see Norbert C. Schedler,
"Talk about God-Talk, A Historical Introduction®™, in
Norbert O. Schedler ed., Philosophy of Religion: Con-
temporary Perspectives, (New York: Macmillan, 1974),

pp. 219-250.

Malcolm L. Diamond‘'s comment captures well the attitude
of many analytic or linguistic philosophers towards the

traditional metaphysical concerns of earlier philosophers.

b

L
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He writes:

The issues they deal with may-be tradi-~
tional, but they construe their task in

a radically different way. They follow

the positivists in rejecting the c¢laim -
characteristic of traditional metaphysicians -
that philosophy can add to our knowledge of
the world. 1In this domain thgy do not
believe that philosophical conceptualization
can supplement scientific inguiry. They
regard their job as providing a clean con-
ceptual framework for the knowledge we
acquire through science and commeon sense,
that is a framework that will be expressed
in precise and contrcllable forms and one
that will be free of the confusions of
purpose and the turgid jargons that scarred

- . the metaphysical systems of the past.

Malcolm L. Diamond, "Contemporary Analysis: The Meta-
physical Target and the Theological Victim", Journal of
Religion, 47(1967), p. 222. For short surveys of the
history of the development of analytic philosophy, see
Richard Rorty, The Linguistic Turn, (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1970), pp. 1-39; and George J. Warnock, -
English Philosophy Since 1900, (Cxford: Oxford University

" Press, 2nd ed., 1969).

I note in passing that a study oriented towards reflection
on the nature of religious language need not centre.upon
the family of issues described below as characteristic of
the work conducted by many analytic philosophers of
religion. As an example of such a different approach,

see Paul Ricoeur, "Philosophy and Religious Language",
Journal of Religion, 54(1974), 71-85.

The sheer number of bookg and articles on this and related
qguéestions attests to this fact. See the extensive bibli-
ographies in Malcolm L. Diamond and Thomas V. Litzenburg
Jr., -eds., The Logic of God/Theology and Verification,
(Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1975), pp. 527-552; and
Pierre Lucier, Empirisme Logique et Langage Religieux,
(Montreal: Bellarmin, 1976), pp. 419-456.

This type of critigue dces not or need not necessarily
issue in skepticism regarding the truth of religious and/or
theological beliefs. It can and is performed in and for

a particular religious faith itself. &As I will argue’

[N
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below, this type of critique is required in order to
purify human expressions of a religious faith lest
these be mistakenly identified with God Himself.

For a discussion of the critigue of genesis generally, .
see Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy, An Essay on '
Interpretation, (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press,
1970), pp. 26-36.

Nielsen, for instance, is well aware that both of these
consequences are entailed if the critique of validity

issuing in meta-theological skepticism, is sound. See

his Contemporary Critiques of Religion, pp. 1-2.

.
Kai Nielsen, Contemporary Critiques of Religion, p. 40.

Antony Flew and Alasdair MacIntyre eds., New Essays in
Philosophical Theology, (London: SCM Press, 1955, 1963},
pPp. 96-108.

See John Wisdom, "Gods", reprinted in his Bhilosophy and
Psycho-Analysis, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1953),
pPp. 154-155, :

Antcony Flew, op. cit., p. 98.

;Flew's actual wording of his original "challenge" is

this, "What would have to occur or to have occurred to
constitute for you a disproof of the love of, or of the
existence of, God?'", ibid., P. 99. .

Ayer might be considered as a prominent exponent of this
view. Alfred J. Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, pp. 151~

158.

Commenting on his suggestion that falsifiability should

be considered and construed as a criterion of demarcation
and not as a criterion of meaning, Popper explains:
"Falsifiability separates two kinds of perfectly meaning-
ful statements: the falsifiable and the non-falsifiable.
It draws a line inside meaningfuls language, not around it."”
Karl R. Popper, Logic of Scientific Discovery, (New York:
Harper and Row, 2nd ed., rev., 1958), p. 40 and pp. 40-42.

I introduce this distinction between the expressive and
referential functions of language as a useful way of
illustrating the thrust of this version of meta-theological
skepticism. If the case for this type of skepticism is
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sound, it implies that, what for participants of a par-
ticular religious faith is a constant danger characteristic
of the expressive or performative function of spentaneous
religious language, in the absence of a legitimate refer-
ential function is an important clue about the real meaning
of all religious and/or theological language. Were it the
case that this language possesses no legitimate referential
function and since believers are unaware of this, the
function this language actually has in the regulation of
aspects.of their lives and its real meaning needs to be
deciphered;’ if it is,to be understood at all. I note in
passing that, as Benoit Garceau has suggested to me privately,

.there is or may be a third distinctive sort of religious

language that involves both a referential and an expressive
function. This dogmatic language, as found in statements

of the Apostle's Creed for instance, is a language primarily
addressed to the members of a particular faith-community,

It is designed both to express, articulate and clarify

the cognitive implications of the judgement of the signi-
ficance of their communities' experience of God that is
formative for the faith members of it share. If .pressed,

I should think that this distinction between these functions
of language in any particular case marks at most a differ-
ence in degree and nct a difference in kind. e
For more detailed discussions of these positiopns, see
William F. Blackstone, The Problem of Religious Knowledge,
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.T Prentice-Hall, 1963), pp. 73 -
124; and Peter Donovan, Religious Language, {(London:
Sheldon Press, 1976), pp. 25 - 35, 51 - 62, 91 - 99,

See Richard:M. Hare's contribution to "Theology and Falsi-
fication" reprinted in“Antony Flew and Alasdair MacIntyre
eds., New Essays in Philosophical Theology, R}' 99 - 103,

Richard B. Bralthwaite, "An Empiricist's View\of the

Nature of Religious Belief", reprinted in Bas#l Mitchell
ed., The Philosophy of Religion, (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1971), pp. 72 - 91, and Ronald Hepburn, Christianity
and Paradox, {London: Watts, 1958). Among theologilans,
Paul Van Buren in his The Secular Meaning of the Gospel,
(New York: Macmillan, 1965), also adopts this view.

Richard B. Braithwaite, "An Empiricist's View of the
Nature of Religious Belief”, reprinted in Basil Mitchell
ed., The Philosophy of Religion, p. 89.

Tan Crombie, "The Possibility of'Theological Stétements“,
in Basil Mitchell ed., .Faith and Logic, (London: George
Allen and Unwin, 1957), p. 79.
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22. See Basil Mitchell's contribution to "Theology and Falsi-
fication", reprinted in Antony Flew and Alasdair MacIntyre
eds., New Essays in Philosophical Theology, pp. 103-105,
John Hick, Faith and Knowledge, {(Glasgow: Collins 1974,
reprint of 2nd edition, Cornell University Press, 1966),
John Hick, “Theology and Verification", reprinted in

- =Basil Mitchell ed., The Philosophy of Religion, pp. 53-
71 and Ian M. Crombie, "Theology and Falsification",
reprinted in Steven M. Cahn ed., Philosophy of Religion,
(New York: Harper & Row, 1970), pp. 119-139,

23. John Hick, Faith and Knowledge, p. 176.

24, John Hick, "Theology and Verification", reprinted in
Basil Mitchell ed., The Philosophy of Religion, pp. 58-60,
66-67. ' ‘ .

25. John Hick, Faith and Knowledge, p. 195. For a more detailed
discussion both for and against, see Kai Nielsen, Contemporary
Critiques of Religion, pp. 71-79 and Terence Penelhum,
Problems of Religious Knowledge, (New York: Herder &

. Herder, 1971), pp. 66~86.

26. Basil Mitchell, The Justification of Religious Belief,
(London: Macmillan, 1973), p. 12. 2N

27. See Dewi Z. Phillips ed., Faith and Philosophical Inquiry,
(New York: Shocken, 1971), William D. Hudson, Ludwig
Wittgenstein: The Bearing of His Philosophy Upon Religious
Belief, (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1968), Anders Nygren,
Meaning and Method, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972).
For a general discussion, see Maxwell J. Charlesworth,
Philosophy of Religion: The Historic Approaches, ({(London:
Macmillan, 1972}, pp. 160-171.

28. William D. Hudson, "On Two Points Against Wittgensteinian
Fedeism", Philosophy, (1968), p. 269.

29. See Dewi Z. Phillips, "Religious Beliefs and Language
Games", reprinted in Basil Mtichell ed., The Philosophy
of Religion, pp. 126-131, 138. &

30. Paul Ricoeur, "Philosophy and Religious Language", Journal
of Religion, 54(1974), pp. 71-72.

31. Dewi Z. Phillips, op. cit., pp. 126-131. See also Dewi
Z. Phillips and J. R. Jones, "Belief and Loss of Belief",
reprinted in Malcolm I. Diamond and Thomas V. Litzenburg
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discussion and criticism, see James Kellenberger, "The
Language Game View of Religion and Religious Certainty",
Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 11(1972), pp. 265-266;
Kai Nielsen, "Wwittgenstelnilan Fedeism", Philosophy,
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Raeburne S. Heimbeck, Theology and Meaning, (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1967). In what follows I am
indebted to the lectures and discussions I have enjoyed
with Bendit Garceau who first drew my attention to the
importance of Heimbeck's work. He discusses Heimbeck in
his "Critigque et hermeneutigue en philosophie de 1la
religion”, in Rationality Today, ed. T. Geraets, (Ottawa:
University of Ottawa Press, 1979), pp. 373-380.

Raeburne S. Heimbeck, Theology and Meaning, p. 36.

Raeburne 5. Heimbeck, ibid., pp. 48-49. On the same page,
Heimbeck rémarké\that we acknowledge that this distinctiod”
is acceptable whenever we admit "that it is one thing

for a statemént to be true (or false) and quite another
thing for us to know or have reason for believing that

it is true (or false)."

Ibid., p. 56.

Ibid., pp. 71-92.

Ibid., pp- 78, 88. Flew has recently admitted to the
second conflation of falsifiability and incompatibility.
See his " Theology and Falsification' in Retrospect" in
Malcolm L. Diamond and Thomas V. Litzenburg Jr. eds.,
The Logic of God/Theology and Verification, p. 278.

. o

Heimbeck, op. cit., pp. 78-87. 1In fact only the first
sentence is cognitively meaningless. The second sen-
tence entails the affirmation of a causal hypothesis
while the third sentence entails the denial of a causal
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hypothesis. "'For a discussion of the second way in

which Flew's position involves a confusion of criteria

of meaning and conditions of evidence, see pp. 88-90.

As Heimbeck elsewhere puts the difficulty: "The problem
inherent in the checkability theory of meaning will be
shown to be the confusion between verification and entail-
ment, between falsification and incompatibility, in. short,
between evidence and criteria of meaning." p. 37.

—_—

Ibid., p.. 76.

For Heimbeck's discussicon and his examples, se%DTheologz
and Meaning, pp. 171-173. Heimbeck refers toc these as
"Go statements" and "Gj statements®. I have chosen to
replace these phrases by the less cumbersome "category A"
and "category B" theological assertions respectively.
Prima facie it may appear that the assertion "God loves
all human belngs" ‘1s not a category-A "theological belief
because it entails, the empirical belief -that there are
persons. This belief does qualify as a category A theo-
logical belief nonetheless because the direct evidence
relevant and requisite for establishing the truth of

this belief in fact consists of several other theological
beliefs, see below note 47. As will become more apparent
below, the peoint of noting this distinction is precisely
to draw attention to and dramatize the fact that the
justificatio specially of category A theclogical beliefs
is actually quite complex.

Heimbeck, ibid., p. 174. By the phrase "empirical anchorage",
Heimbeck has in mind "the connexion between certain G- .
statements /theologlcal bellefs7 and statements about the
external world, Conversely, Ian T. Ramsey has in mind'

by this phrase, "the connexion between each G-statement
/theological bellef7 and some statement or set of state-
ments about present subjective experience" For Heimbeck's
account of the difference between hlsov1ew and Ramsey's
account of his own view, see Ian T. Ramsey, Religious
Language: An Empirical Placing of Theological Phrases,
{London : rgCM Press, 1967), pp. 11-48.%

Heimbeck, ibid., pp. 175-176..

Kai Nielsen, "Emp1r1c1sm,Theoret1ca1 Constructs and God",
The Journal of Religion, 54(1974), 203. ‘ L e

Heimbeck, op. cit., p. 167.
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46. According to Heimbeck, the possibility of checking the
empirical entailments and incompatibles of category B
theological beliefs is assured because "the person, time,
place and event all belong to the empirical order", ibid.,
p. 173. : (

47. The categories "left-wing" “¥ind "right-wing" are borrowed
from William T. Blackstone's discussion in his The |
Problem of Religious Knowledge, pp- 7%;]6. o -,
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Chapter 2: Theological Reason%ﬂ@‘ﬁﬁ@-%he Justification® -
of Theological Beliefs

2.5 Addressing the Truth-Question
L

The central gquestion I propose to discuss in this

chapter "is: . hoé'ls it possible to make out or ﬁustify the
\\elaim to truth of the beliefs asserted in a theological dis-
course? I stress at the outset that I do not intend to

establish the truth of any particular theological beliefs or
system of theological beliefs. I amsbnly concerned Qith f;

focysing attention. on’ the manner or process of reasoning.

that is involved in the justification of the truth of this

. L]
sort of belief..

£

N ‘ Toward Fhis end, I begin with a critical examina-
tion of Heimbeck's discussion of this issue. In 'this context,
I consider his work valuable for two reasons. First, he is.
ope of the few an;iyticlphiiosophers of'feli§ion who, having
disposed of the first version of meta-theological skepticism
that challenged the cognitive meaningfulness éf'theologicai
language, recognizes that the.truth—question ié now aon thé‘

" agenda for philosophical reflection.l' Second, his proposed

distinction between two types. of theological belief is a most



62
A
fruitful suggestidn for exposing more clearly the‘sort of
reasoning involved in the justification of particﬁlar thec-
logical beliefs. Indeed, it is central for coming te terms
with his surprising esis that some theological beliefs are
N

conclusively verifjiable on emp} ical grounds dlone.

) I will argee that Heimbeck is mistaken to/ﬁaﬁfend
that the ﬁruth of soﬁe theological beliefs can be understood
to be in some straightforward sense justifiable on empirical
grounds alcone. The important result of a critical study of
his proposals regardinélthis truth-question %s to disclose the
context-dependent character of the sort of reésoning that is
involved in the .justification of the beliefs advanced in this
context. But this result is crucially ambiguous. As I will
. suggest below it can be inferpretéd in at least tﬁo ways.
First, the discovéry of the context-dependent character of
the justification of tﬁéological‘beliefs may serve as:an impor-
tant clue prompting us to ask the question:regarding the truth
of theological'beliefs in a differéﬁt m;ﬁqer. Second, this
discoverj might be construed instead asf;\fupdamental challenge
directed generally against the very project of providing an
acceptable account oﬁ\the justification of theological beliefs.
~As will become réadily apparent below, a great deal turns upon

-

which of the alternative readings we are to prefer.

e o
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2.6 Heimbeck's Account of the Justification of Theological
Beliefs ~

s

According to Heimbeck, the justification of theo-

logical beliefs that comprise the system of classicaisChristian
theism is a two stage process. First, complex category A
theological be%iefs about the nafure and properties of God
are justified by inference from lower-level category B theo-
logical beliefs abouf the relationship and involvement of God
with particular events in this world. Second, category B theo-
lbgical beliefs are themselves justified by inference from
phenomena and experiences that have been recorded’ and pre-
served in the Christian religious tradition, construed as signs
allegedly exhibiting a pattern indicative of divine agency.
But.: : : . ' L

Because Gj statements /category B theo-

logical beliefs/ have empirical anchorage

and because they are logically central to

the system of classical Christian theism,

it may properly be said that the system

. rests on an empirical basis. . This is tanta-

mount to saying that the same system is

grounded on empirical fact. (or claims to be)

and that the primary gr ultimate data for *
. classical Christian theism as a system of '
: be%iefs is empirical fact.? .
Heimbeck's thesis is that the justification of some theological

beliefs; in particular category B theological beliefs, rests

upon empirical grounds alone. As I said, this contention is

to what many philosophers would have supposed, that even allowing

)
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for the differences due to a theologiéal context, the sﬁructure
of the justification of theoloéicgl beliefs is similiar to.tgs
justification of the beliéfg characteristic of ordinary, his-
torical or scienti ic C exts df inquiry. X
To understand Heimbeck's account -and the grounds
for this thesié, several points mentioned in section l.4 need
to be retained. First, he approaches the quéstion of the jus-
tification of theological beliefs as part of his general argu-
ment against the critigue of thé cognitive meaningfulness of
theological senﬁénces that I have réferred to as the first-
version of meta-theological skepticism. Against this version,
Heimbeck had argued that qhegkability (verifiability or falsi-

r

fiability in principle) is at most a sufficient condition of
cognitive meéningf&iness. Theoiogical sentences satisfy those
conditions-that are necessary for cognitive meaningfulness
becausé they have }ogical entailments and incompatib%es. Since
the checkability of theological beliefs in fact presupposes
that theological sentences do make genuine assertions; if it
can be shown that some of them a%e also conclusively verifiable
on empiric;l grounds alone, an additi0pal reason in support pf
his main thesis will be provided. ®His case will be all the
stronger because, although it is not required, the cognitive

meaningfulness of thgological sentences can be established on

the meta-theological skeptic's own ground.3

/
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W,

Second, to deal with the- question of justificati;

Heimbeck offers a useful suggestion by distinguishing in an
theological system between two types of tﬁeological beliefs
that I have referred to as category A and category B theological
beliefs respectively. Category A theological beliefs SUCh.FS
"there is a God" 6r‘"God is one yet three, a Trinity in unity
and unity in Trinity" have no empirical entailments and incom-
patibles. 1In addition, the direct or basi¢ evidence requirea

to verify or justify them consist only of other category A or

B theological beliéfs. Category B theological beliefs such

as "God raised Jesus of Nazarfeth from the dead‘at,time TZ",
élong with non-empirical entailments and incompatibles, also
have some direct empirical entailments and incompatibles. Now
if any theological beliefs are concluéively verifiable on
empirical grounds alone, they must have eithér some direct
empirical entailments andJ/incompatibles or they must be inferred
from those theological beliefs that do have them. Accordingly,

- for Heimbeck, it is category B theological beliefs that pro-
vide the "empirical anchprage" for ény theological system of
beliefs.4 They also provide the fbundation for inferring to

the truth of category A theological beliefs that t emselves -
can be said to be indifectly.conclusively verifigdf%n empiric;l

grcunds alone.

7 .
This distinction and explanation indicates that the

- J
question regarding the justification of theological beliefs 3

‘.
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shouyg be formulated more carefully to focus attention on the
justification ¥ category B theological beliefs. Briefly
stated, for Heil ck, category B theological beliefs are
themselves the Qroduct of a form of inference. These beliefs
are inferred as conclusions from and upon the basis of experi-
ences and phenomena that are understood as a “cluster of signs":
signifying the presence in this data of a "G-configuration"
which corresponds, (or fails to correspond}, to a "model G-
configuration" as this latter has been determined from within
a particular theological tradition.

To explain, among other things, this claim depends
upon gcknowledging the propriety of reasoning from signs that
areused in inferring to the truth of this type of theological
belief. Conclusions of this type of inference are not entailed
by nor are they incompatible with the premises involved. The
pattern of inference in reasoning from signs moves from-a

-~ ' .
cluster of signs to that which these signs are alleged to
signify. As he describes it,

...the general inference-route in guestion

takes as its data a cluster of signs, moves

from there to the G-configuration by means

of an inference-route or warrant that

might (be stated with deceptive simplicity

as 'D (a cluster of signs) signifies C

. {some G-conclusion)', and backs this

warrant by drawing attention to the’way

the individual signs in theé cluster hang

together in a pattern or configuration.

. o
among the examples Heimbeck offers to illustrate

the operation of this sort of reasoning, his comments on Flew's

»
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parab%g of the clearing or garden in the jungle will serve

nicely. It is worth noting he remarks:

. ~that the strength -of the inference that
an invisible, intangible, eternally elusive
gardener tends the plot increases in pro-
portion to the vividness with which the
garden pattern stands out in the plot itself
(together with the failure of tests to locate *
an empirical gardener). A few scattered
flowers growing among the weeds hardly

. warrants the inference. But neat, artfully
\ arranged rows of healthy flowers which
rotate perfectly with the seasons, a fault-

t lessly functioning irrigation system, a.
perennially trimmed hedge; such phenomena
together with the failure to detect a
normal empirical gardener would be a very
different matter for any rational mind to
try to cope with and understand. For such
.a pattern in the plot would constitute a
garden and a garden is a sign signifying
thé‘presence and effort of a gardener.

As this'l st sentence should make cleay in arguing in this

'
fashion to the conclusion that there is (or is not) a gardener
who tends this plot, reasoning from signs is harély merely a -/
prodeés of re-describing what is given. ‘- Such feasoning always
inveclves initialiy a judgement to the effect that a set of ‘
phenomena, when considered together and in the appropriate
context, needs to be construed as a sign-cluster of a ceréain

sort that has the particular significance it does because of

the pattern it forms. In judging that a set of phenomena, such

as\those mentioned by Heimbeck, is a sign or rather a sign
clusker, and reasonfng from this to the thing this cluster

signifies,” the presence of a gardener, one is offering an

explanation for the pattern initially judged to be exhibited

v

)
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in this data when it is construed in #this way.7

Though Heimbeck considers that reasoniné from signs
plays an important role in theological work, he notes that
this sort of reasoning is scarcely the exclusive preserve

of theology. For instance, it is at work whenéver we try to

assess the credibility of a polit%iian, impute moral respon-

sibility to an ageht, diagnese an 1lllness, discriminate between

murder and suicide to establishﬁcriminal liability and a host
of other areas. In each use we are engaged in a process oi
reasoning that has two closely related stages. First, we are
involved in interpreting as a cluster of signs whethef verbal
or non-verbal or both, bé it the words and deeds of a candidate
during an elec¥ion campaign or a set of physical syhptoms,
congestioﬁ, sniffles, watery eyeé, as exhibiting a certain
pattern or configﬁratidn. This issues in a judgement to the
effect that together these individual signsjform a cluster
constituting possible evidence of hoﬁesty or the lack of it

or possible evidence of a head cold or merely feiéning one:
éecqnd, this judgement is then invocked as a premise in an '
inference to the effeFt that the candidate in gquestion is
honest or our neighbor doet have a.+head cold because these
signs are present and because they do exhibit the pattern
reguired to sighify the particular conclusion.

Since these inferences depend upon interpreting what

is given in our experience as a cluster of signs exhibiting a-
%
>

}b
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pattern of a cértaip sort, this type of reasoning can never
yield conclusions that are logically conclusive. In the case
of category B theological beliefs, the most frequent objections

would centre on. the question as to whether or not there is a

"G-configuration" present in a set of phenomena that has been
~ construed as a sign-cluster from within a particular context.
But if one were to banish Ehe use of reasoning-from sigﬁs as
%ogically suspect fBr'this reason, theology would be in very
ekcellent company because one woﬁld also have to banish clinical
medicine, hiStory and the physical sciences. These disciplines
also make extensive use of it in certain cdhtexts of inquiry.8
In any case, sign-clusters thﬁt are used to infer to -
_the truth of particular category B theologicai_beliefs can be k___,,J
obtained from a variety of sources. Examples of such- sources
drawn from the conéext of Christian religious faith are per-
sonal rel?gious.or mystical experience, the detecfion of
apparent design, or order in the physical universe ot the recérd
of a set of historical events as witnessed by the testimony
preserved iﬁ the Gospels. But in each case the structure or
‘the'way the inference to particular category B theological
beliefs is acdomplished is the same. To gonsidef his historical
’example, the wverification of the category B Eheological belief,
"God raised Jesus pf Nazareth from the dead at time T2" can be
accomplished by reasoning from the basi da?a ceontained in the
Gospel record. This would consist of/ among many Oﬁbff;thinssr

4 .
Jesus' own predictions of his resufreption, on occasion

¥
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‘explicitly as a retroactive sign of his divine authority, his:

crucifixion, his actual death, the empty-tomb and the post-
resurrection éppearénpes. If ‘this inference is justifiable,
it is because this "data" can be taken as a sign—clust;r
suggesting that, indeed, God did raise Jesﬁs from the dead.
Obviously,.the initial step in such an inference is
open, to challenge. After all it might be wondered why inter-
preﬁ the recorded "data" as a sign-cluster indicative of '
divine agency? This quéstion is guite legitimate. it indicates
that the final success or failure of these inferences rests on

what Heimbeck refers to as the "warrant-backing operation”.

‘The "warrant-backing operation" refers to the process by which

our initial judgement in deciding to intérpret a set of phen-
omena as a sign-cluster of a particular sort in the first

place is defendeq;ﬁ In the context of a defense of an inference
to the truth of ascategory B theological belief such, a defense
involves "the uhe of the model (normative) G-configuration for
detecting a G-configuration in the data, which if suécessful,
constitutes the data as a‘sign signifying some G-—conclusion."9
It is the présence or absence of this correlation that justifies
or fails to justify éur judgement that a set of phenomena, in
this case, a record of alleged historical events, is a sign-
cluster of the relevant sort signi%ying s;me category B theo- ’

logical "belief as its conclusion.

A
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To e:{plainf a "G-configuration" is a pattern that is -
presént or abgent in the evidence or is contradicted by the
pattern that is present there. Given a particular definition
of God, a prescription for identifying God in thought as
expressed in bariouslconfessional formulae, a G-configuration
is the pattern ene would expect a set of phenomena of experiences
to display if they are evidence of an experience of the God so
defined.lo In the historical example, it is aldeged that the
events in question are not atrall random signifying nothing.
Rather it is alleged that they do exhibit a é—configuration.

How this pattern iijdetected, if it .is, is by,recogrsey to a
"model G—config;;a ion". A “modgl G—configurétion" is a set

of prescriptions for idehtifying God in experience. As

Héimbeck ekplains, it is inferred froﬁ a concept or definition

of God to "what any experience would have to be like.if it -
were indeed:an experience of God" as this concept of God has

been determined by and developed within a particular theo~
logical tradition. According té;Heimpeék;."the model G-
configuration"'for classical Christian théism, that functions

as the norm for detecting and testing for the presence or

apsence of a pattern signifying divine agency in a set of
phenomena, consists of the following family, of characteristics:
tremendous power, preternaturalify, numinousness, conscious ' \:ﬁ
intelligence, redemptive activity, morality or‘justice, and —— )

(
certain other contextlal cues. Now, if the data in Heimbeck's



example, the historical record, can be seen to exhibit some
number of these features, then omne is entitled to hold that
these data are really a sign-cluster'of the relevant sort.

They do exhibit a pattern signifying hivine agency because \\
these phenomena do constitute a pattern that corresponds to

the model G-configuration as thf; itself has been inferred

froﬁ a definition of Goa, developed within the theological
tradition in guestion. As such, these phenomena can be taken
as a sign~-cluster signifying the appropriate categéry-B-
thgological belief as ité conclusion.ll : .;

Hence, what Heimbéck refers to as "model G-con-
figurations" can be unqérstood to be a coﬁgeptual theory or
proposal for recognizing a set of phenomena as’ being phenomena
that can be classi%ied.under a certain c&ncept.l2 The con- -
ditions for idenfifying d%d in experience that Heimbeck offers
is an example of this sort of theory. But exampleé of non-
theological conceptual theories are readily available. With—
out commenting on their merits, consider ﬁhese: "A law is

Q o>
just- if and only if it reflects the consensus of the majority."
"An argument 1s valid if and only if it is impossibleffor the

premises to be true and the conc}usion false:“ \“A piece of
prose contéins'an argument if and ohly if reésons'are involved
that are desigped to persuade us that 'a point of yie%‘is %rue.“
"A work 6f art is pornographic if and only if it offends the

rich and powerful." 1In each case and in the appropriate’

context, conceptual theories such as these have an a priori

4
1

q::
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role to play. They permit us, to distiﬁguish and regcognize
th relevant patterné a set of phenomena can form ffom the ‘&

extraneous. In theological sign-reasoning, it is "model G-
configurations™, concéﬁtual theories for identiﬁying God in
experience, that perform this function enabling us to make out
the truth of'particular category B £heplogical beliefs. Again,
they are used to detect éhe présence or absence of actual G-
configurations in a set of pheXgmena construed as signs drawn
from any of the varieties religious experience-méf assume.
It is these proposals which justify or fail to justif? our
" initial judgement in interpreting this set of data as evidence;-
as a sign-cluster, that can be said to signif;qgo © ™ tegory B
theological belief as its conclusion. |
Succinctly stated)‘therefore, the stEucture of
Heimbeck's proposed answer to the guestion, "how is it possible
to make out the claim to truth of the beliefs asserted in a
thecological discouEse“, comes to this. The truth of category
A .theological beliefs, that lack any direct empirical entail~
. . '
mentsﬁand'iﬁcémpatibles,cah'be established, if they can be
"% 4nferred frém the truth'of catégory B theologicéi beliéfs.
The truth-of category B thedlogical beliefs cah‘be established
if they can'be inf;rred as concluéions in a process of theo-
logical reagoning from signs. This type of reasoning involves

the detection of the preﬁeﬁce or absence.in a set of ?henomena

of an actual "G-configuration", or pattern indicative of divine
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agency. We are assured of the validity of this inference only

if our initial judgement bh@% the set of phenomena in question
can be construed as a sign-cluster exhibiting an actual
patterh indicative of divine agency is warranted. Assurance
- , ‘
in taking this step is provided if the actual pattern can be
detected by or is cOrfelaéed with a model (normative) pattern
of @ivine agency. This concepéual theory, spip;lating a set
of prescriptions for-identifying God in experience, is itself *
obtained from a defiiition_or concept of God begueathed by and
P

developed within a rticular theological tradition.

/ )
2.7 Theological Naiveté

Accofding to Heimbeck, it is possible to justify or
make out the truth of some of the beliefs asserted in a theo-
iogipal discﬁﬁrse by inference based on empirical groun&s aione.
The validity or invalidity of these inferences depends upon

the extent td”whiche;"G—configuration" or pattern can be said

‘.
-

to have emerged (or failed to have emerged) in a set of phenomena.

It is this thesis, in cdn'unct}on with a similiar thesis about
1 . . . M
the falsifiability of- theoldgical discour

that lies behind

Heimbeck's surprising contention, quoted earlNer, that the

system of classical Christian theism is or clai to be
grounded on empirical fact. To be sure, his thesi

‘v

justification of theological beliefs can be criticized in a,

variety of ways. But';P his credit, Heimbe:k\aqsisssfully

about the
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anticipates several criticisms by addressing what he considers

to be’tﬁé "supreme challeﬁge“<to"hi5'proposal. This is a -

challenge "to the effect that the inference-~route from sign-

clusfer to G-con ldéionﬂis fallacious in principle and that

therefore the cr?ieria for separating those that are valid

wl3 Rather than

from those that are invalid are null and void.
refwork the same ground, in this séction and the next, E/Vill
aiscﬁsé two other gquestions that Heimbeck does not address /
directly which in their own way raiseiadditional and importént
issues,

As I menéioned above, despite the care and compre-
hensiveness Heimbeck exhibits in the course of his examination
of the cognitive meaningfulne of theologicél sentences, his
work has to my knowledge received scant attention iﬁ‘the
literature. Oni of the few analytic philosophers of religion

14

who has commenteéd upon it is Malccolm L. Diamond. His major

complaint is not directed against any specific details of Heimbeck's

.

analysis. Instead, according to Diamond, Heimbeck's argument

makes use of and depends upon a Very naiveAfundamentalist
unéerstanding of theology. Fundamentalism is a position that
takes literally all the material recorded in scripture and
defends tﬁéﬁgappioach by appeallto the final auﬁhoritf of the
Bible as tHe‘record of the divine}y inspired word of God.
Given such;a conception of theology, Diamond argues in effect

-

that Heimbeck's discussioq can be excluded from consideration

/
-/
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A

_in the debate on the issue of the cognitive meaningfulness of

theological discourse. After all, no one doubtssthe cognitive
meaningfulness of fundamentalist thediogy. But this sort of
theology is regarded by contemporar§ empiricists'and sophis-

tYcated theologians, "as so hopelessly oupmoded by the develop-

ment of scientific standards of believability, that they do {

not bother to challenge the thrust of its factually meaningfui .,

statements."15 ;
o~ _

As Benoit Garceau has‘remarkedls, thig reaction is very
significant: Heimbeck's defense of the cognitive meaningfulness
of theological sentences, not to mention his proposals for %he'
verifiability-and falsifiability of the beliefs asserted by
them, is rejected because of the theological system it
allegedly presupposes as the object of analysis. His work is
denied a heariﬁg.in the debate on the cognitive meaningfulness
of‘thedlogical disgourse because it is alleged ngt he works
with a conception ?f theology that fails to squaréﬁaith "the {
criteria of rationality deﬁelopea by scientjfic thought55 ' ki)
Such a response constitutes a decision to restrict'ﬁhe dis-
cussion ta quesﬁions of the cognitive meaninnglness of theo-
logical language. It does so, however, not becaﬁse we are

*
uncertain or puzzled about whether it is cognitively meaningful.
Instead, such a decision is recommended on the authority of a
condition;imposeﬂ’éxternally and largely withouf{ argument on

the nature of theology. The content of theology must conform

(



to the requirements of science if it is to warrant serious
-discussion. But this position simply ignores the fact that
his defense of the cognitive méaningfulness of theological
‘séntences d&;s not rest onlany peculiarities @f the theological
system he hés selected as his starting poiﬂt.Q\Es—I have already
shown, his rejection of this version of meta-théological
skepticism rests on the confusions latent in the checkability
theory of meaning this challenge 9resupposes.l7
Theological language can‘be used to éxpress asseff

[

tions. Since it can be sj used, one is entitled to ask how

a

it might be possible to ke out whether.or not these beliefs
are justifiable. Now, Ahough many, and I number é??elf among
them, may wish to difpute Heimbeck's solution to this problem,
it cannot be denied t,ét his work does raise gquestions about
theology as a reflective”eﬁperprise that ought not to be ignored.
In particular, three_qESftions are uppefmost. First, éo the
conclusions advanced in a theological discourse, especially
categorxﬂB,thsslogical beliefs, rest on an empirical basis
obtained by inference in a process of reasoning from phenomena *
construed sign-clusters? Eeézga, which of many péssible can- - \#,,//
didafes £or a model G-configuration, that wouid function as a

:,j/’abrm'for identifying God in experienée,is appropriate as an
expression of Christian fimith? Third, are the beliefs
advanced and testéé in accordance with some such conceptual -

theory true?
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I think it .is obvioussthat it is not within the .
,comgetence of philogophers, qua philosophers, to provide
answers for either the second or third of thége guestions.

No phllosopher need-con51der(fb\?1s or her prov1nc§ to argue
for or defeqd/;he truth of the particular beliefs made, in any
specific system of theology. In addition, as an observer of

religious™”life and faith, at least in\the conduct of their

i

. -7 T
philosophical reflec:éf?iLit is hardly withig their province,
to determine or asse thé appropriateness, as an expression of

a particular religious faith, of any particular "model G-
: configuration".18 Both of these issues are theological first

r
and foremosf.” Nevertheless, the first question is not outside
L !

the . of philgﬁophical reflection. ‘As Heimbeck suggests,
even i1f it is true that the model G-configuration derived from
the ceoncept of God dévelobéd in classical Christian theism as
he understands it, is ultimately rejected as inadequate:

..this possibility detracts nothing from
the validity of my generalvthesis of theo-
logical 51gn reasoning, which in type all
systems of theological_ understanding must
per force the nature of their subject-matter
employ. We could replace the model G-
configurxation of ¢lassical Christian
theism with-'a better one (or a worse) a .
the sty}e.of theological sign reasonih £
as a genre of argument would remain un-
changed.” It is for the acceptability of

 that style alone - not for any specific
: model G- conflguratlon - that I plead.

Heimbeck's p01nt, I think, is well-taken. Theology, like any

theoretical enterprise, does involve argument and modes of

< R



'reasoning involved in tﬁé;iustification of category B theo-
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reasoning that are legitimate candidates for philosophical
thinking. This, I consider, is the principal task delivered
over to éhirosophers by his work: the critica{_analysis of
reasoning from signs as it is practised in a theological

context of inguiry. '

2.8 Reasoning From Signs in Theology

In this section, I undgrtake the task of examining
somewhat more carefully Heimbeck's thesis about the sort of

l

logical beliefs. In Barticular; I am concerned with critically

. . e
discussing his view that the conclusions of this type of reason-

N
-, .

ing in theology rest ultiﬁétely upon empirical grounds alone.
According to Heimbeck, any theological system contains some
foundatiocnal cateéory B theological beliefs tha? have some
direct empirical en;ailments and-incompaEibles. It is possible
to makefout the truth of these.beliefs by inference from a set
of empirical'phenomena that, it is alleged, exhibit a G-¢on-
-figuratioﬁior pattern indicative of divine agency. This
pattern,'if.it is preseﬁt, is detected in the context of a
model‘G—conéiguration, a conceptual theory stipulating a set
of prescr;ptions for identifying God in experience. This cen-
ceptualitheory has been derived from a particular concept of

God as this has been ‘developed within a particular theoclogical

tradition. Assuming for the sake of argument, that.the

‘.~“~?‘/'l % |
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details of a particular set of empirical-phenomena are known
to be true, if it can be construed to exhibit clearly a
pattern indicative of divine agency, theh this set of phenomena

does const&:?te a sign-cluster signifying some category B

theological belief as its conclusion, \ .

;7

As I have pointed out above, success or failpré in
the conduct of this sort of reasoning depends- on the reasoner's
ability to detect the presence or absence of actual G-configur-
ations or patterns indicative:of diéine'agency in various
groups of phencmena. Such a process involves an initial
judgement to the effect that the significance of these
phenomena, when considered together, is of a certain sort.

A question th%t deserves'rather-moré attention tﬁan Heimbeck
de&étes to it is this. What recourse is there in argument
for those athoofreqhent cases where others fail to "see"
any G—configuration or pa£tern in the data?

- I'think it is clear that "to see" in the phrase

"to see a G-configuration in the data" is not a matter of

seeing in any straightforward empirical sense.20 In this

context, I think this c¢oncept is better construed as equivalent

to "interpretation". Interpretation refers to a process of reading
in which one clarifies a meaning, in a text for instance, that
is originally present there in a confused, puzzling or

fragmentary form. To understand "to see¢™ in this way does
- &
justice, I think, to his acgount of reasoning from signs. As

\

N\
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I mentioned above, reasoning from signs is a process in which

a set of otherwise discrete phenomena are jﬁdged, when con-
sidered together, to exhibit a particular pattern of signi—‘

ficance. 1In other words, reasoning from signs is akin to the

£

process involved in the attribution of meaning to the indi-
vidual words or sentenceé of ;‘text.that takes placé when we
read it. . The result‘of.this process of giving a reading Ean
sometimes issue in a judge@ent of the significance of a passage

by which we might attempt to communicate tof another what it

says.21

. | !
Hence, I can rephrase the question posed above as .
" asking what recourse is there in argument in those cases where

others fail to interpret, read or judge of the significance of

a in the manner believers propose? In particular,
Q.

how can we resolvg disputes ‘about whether a set of phenomena

exhibits a patte¥n indicative .of divine agency? According to Heimbeck,

If an inguirer presses for the backing

for this inference from data to conclusion,
he who professes the truth of the conclu-
sion has no othér recourse than to try to
point up how the parts of the story fit
together into a coherent pattern or con-
figuration signifying divine agency ...
Controlling all of his efforts, however,
would be the necessity of showing his inter-
locuter that the datalwere more than a
random collection of bits of information

and in fact displayed a certain pattern
which has been referred to before in this
study as 'G-configuration'., That pattern
which marks the data as G-sigpificant and-
by means of which God is to be identified ’
in experience.?22 '
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| . .
In cases where the legitimacy of the results of a particular
\ .

piece of reasoning from signs in theolegy is challenged in
this way, it appeers that the best cne can do is aﬁ%eal to

the succe¥®s of eur interpretation in clarifying other elements
in Ehe‘data, and urge that our reading makes‘thé'best or most
complete sense of this available d5£a. .

. To return to Heimbeck's main example, the verifi-
cation.of the eategory B theological belief, "God raised Jesus
of Nazareth from the dead at time T,". Were this conclusion
challenged; one can only appeal to other readings of the
biblical record. One may begin with those predlctlons attri-
buted to Jesus’bf his own resurrection, cite the evidence
attesting to his actual crucifixion ang death and 'then move on
to dlscuss the: empty tomb and post-resurrection appearances.

In referring to these detalls, we are trying to dem;;strate
that these components of the‘record are indicative of lelne
agency as this has been stlpulated by a model G- conflguratlon
developed in the theolog1ca1 tradition of cla551cal Christian
theism. Our interpretation of these elements, if challenged,
may be found to repose upon a further feading of the entire
"Christ-event". This would coritain potentially all cof the
'avai}able information we havelaboet his birth, life, death,
words and deeds. . Ultimately,perhaps, it would iéét upon our
total interpretation of the Christian.Bible including ‘the

-
0ld Testament and its relation to the New Testament. But
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throughout this process, we cannot escape appeal to a common
understanding of the language and the, historical-cultural

context in whiph'thesq details are expressed.

.

Eheoiogicai reasoning from signs, like'any reasoning
from signs, I suggest, moves in a herﬁeneutical circle. in a’
piece of reasoning from signs in.theology whose results are
challenged in this way we are trying to establish thaf‘é set
of phenomena, in this case various elements of the biblical
record, exhibit a certaln conflguratlon or pattern of signi-
ficance sgggestlng divine agency. But the grounds we appeal
to in order_to substantiate our interpretation can only be th

interpretation of other elements of that record. As Charle
L 4
Taylor remarks: ?J
The circle can also be put in terms of
part-whole relations: wé are trying to
establish a reading for the whole text,
/that the Biblical record exhibits an
. actual G-configuration/, and for this we
_ appeal to readings of its partial expres-
> . sions /Tor instance, the entire Christ- L3
event or specific details such as the post—
resurrection appearances7 and yet because
we are dealing with meaning, with making
sense, /interpreting a set of phenomena as
a sign-cluster/, where expressions only
. make sense or not in relation to others,
the readings of partial expressions depend
cn those of others, and ultimately of the
whole.?23 .

‘

Notice, to‘séy that reasoning from signs 'in theology

is irreducibly hermeneutical in this sense is really only the

i

- nether side Gf“the admission that conclusions of this sort of
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reagoning are never logically conclusive. To be sure, thére
is littie doubt that our ability t¢ convince a stubborn -
opponent of the propriety of our interpretaEion-is somewhat
enhanced to the degree that we are both participants in’' the
same or & simflar context provided by a shared ﬁheological
tradition. But tc be involved in a Christian theological
.
tradition seems also to imply that we share its theological
a priori belief.to the effect that the world is in fact the
creation of a loving God in which for participan;s of this.
: —~

faith, our relationship with God and all that this involves

is best exemplified by Jeéui Christ. Yet this theological

a Eriori belief or "fundamental motif"™ is a belief whose content

is itself to be fully explicated and articulated by inference

from the truth of category B theological beliefs that are

themselves inferred from sigh-clusters reEognized as such only
wiéhin the context of signifjcance that it provides.24

An importanp Queétion faised by this discovéry of
the hermeneutical or context-dependent character of the justi-
ficationjof theological beliefs.in a process of reasoning from
signs is this. Perhaps it is true that category A theological
beliefs can be inferred fr;m foundétionalJand empirically |
falsifiabie category B thealogical<béliefs. Nevertheless,
must we.nop admit that category A theological beliefs are

still‘not.legitiﬁaée candidates for truth of falsity? After

all, what assurance is there that the foundational category B

-




. theological beliefs do not in fact express a prefefred inter-

pretation, that is but one of many other possible preferred
interpretations, of a set of phenomena?‘ This question 1is
important because it appears that a set of phenomena is con-

stryed as a sign-cluster of the relevant sort only within the
¥

g

.'f,v“.

B theological beliefs. b

To illustrate the import of this question, consider

A

once agaiﬁ Heimbeck's example of the structure of the justi-

fication of the category A theological belief: "God loves all .

f

human beings.". For Heimbeck, this belief is supported by
several other theological beliefs to the effect that "God sent
His son to die for the sins of this world"; "The Word became

Flesh in the Person of Jesus Chrisi"; and culminates in the

category B theological belief: "God raised Jesus of Nazareth

from the dead at time Tz". ‘Certainly, this latter belief has

some direct empirical entailments and incompatibles and so is

~ in principle empirically faldifiable. However, the gquestion
. { N N -

is why should this belief be ‘interpreted in this fashion? For
instance, regarding the post-resurrection appearance to elé#én
of the disciples, perhaps it is true that they witnessed some-
thing. Perhaps,§3 addition, they were even in égreement in
their accounts aboué,mhat they éxﬁerienced. Nevertheless to

interpret the recprd of that event as evidence for the

A resurréé%ion by—God'of His only Son, presupposes the truth of

coﬂtext provided by other presﬁpposed category A and caﬁegory‘

»

Loanion mne
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hedl

the catégory A -theological belief that "God sent His Son to
die for the sins of the world". But this is one of the asser-
tions whose truth we are trying to infer in order to justify

our inference to the belief E?at "God loves all human béings."ZS'

The issue raised by Heimbeck's proposazgiiQf reasoning
from signs in theology and the justification OZ category B
theological beliefs is not merely that other naturalistic

[s

interpretations, nofegg me?tion rival theological ones and
those characteristic of other non-Christian Eaiths, of the
available phenomena are possible., Nor is this issue merely
some sort of request for a "final set of meta-criteria for®
passing judgement ubon the criteria which define wvalidity for
any inference-route and agqins%}which individua; arguments

within that inference-route areljudged."26

It involves both

- of these aspects. But, I think, it cuts deeper. The question.
raised by the context-dependent character of this sort of
reaéoning is this. Inasmuch as Christian religious faith
receives a variety of expressioqg/%?fough various groé;s §
verbal and non-verbal signs, what is the source of the judge-

- ment of significance that provides the criteria for the correct
or right‘interpretation of these signs? By imp;icatioﬁ; of

course, there is the further guestion about what these criteria are.

Before discussing this central question in greater Q

-

detail, it is useful to point out two 1important c¢pnsequences

of Heimbeck's failure to give due attentibn to the context-

Mmoot
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dependent:charaééer of reésoning from sigﬁs in theblogy in
terms of which the justification of particular category B
theological beligfé is accomplished. First, as regards the
nature of theological argument itself, it is misleading to
hold that the justification of particular theological‘beliefs
qaﬁ be éécoﬁplished in isolation from the other cgmponents~of
a pérticular reli Lous trédition.‘NEranted, Heimbeck's sugges-
tion that we ought.not to attempt to justify directly complex
and large-scale category A theological beliefs ié salutary.
These belieféﬂhre the conclusions of complex inferences,
involving reference to -lower level category B fheological
béliefs. Further, inasmuch as these &stter foun@ationél
theological beliefs are themsélves infer;ed'f;om'the inter-
pretation of distinctive religious experi;nceé, their justi-
fication depends in part on the way these beliefs can render
perspicuoﬁs the meéning Qf_other experiences in the 1ifé of
believers and religious communities generally. The justi-
fication of a particular category Bﬁtheological belief, drawn
from forma;ive historical evénts inté;preted in the context of
a judgement of their significance within a particular religious
tradition, 'is itself supported and established if a believer
can show.how such a belief can‘illuminate and clarify other
patté;ﬁs of meaning latent either iﬁ pérsonal'religious

experience ar their experience of apparent design and/or

creativity manifested by the natural universe.. ASs the gquotation
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cited from Taylor suggested, the justificgtion of any and all
particular theological beliefs involveg impligit reference to
the whole religiou; tradition that—embodies, expresses and
preserves the community's fund of religioﬁs'experience in all
its variety.

Second, it is also misleading to hold that these con-
clusions, whether category A or category B theological beliefs,
are justifiable on empirical grounds alone. . Rathér, iﬁ a
Christian context, they are justifiable, if at all, only on the
basis 6f thfee sorts of interpreted experiences, personal,
religious and/or mystical experience, the experience of
apparent design or order in the natural universé and Lhe
_exgirieng%? attested to and recorded in the form of particular
histdkical events. Again, to refer.to these experienCes as
"interpreted experiences" is, of course’: a reminder that they
are quité susceptible £o rival interpretations. ﬁpt more
. important in this context, it is also a reminder that it is
apparently only within the éontext of a prior religious faith
and its judgements df significance that these experiences can
bé interpretéd as sign-clusters signifying'some assertion
expressing a tHeological belief as their conclusionl In effect,
. the believer claims the right to judge the significance of

these experiences in a particular way and to inf%; on this

basis to the truth of specific theological beliefs. -

N
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2.9 The Question of Truth and the Question of ‘Interpretation

-]

7

From the examination of Heimbeck's proposal for the

justification of theological Beliefs, it should be obvious

that the question, "how is it possible to make out or justify

the truth of the beliefs asserted in a theological discourse?",

is hardly amenable to a straightforward solution. 1In the poursé
' A

‘of that discussion, I have argued .that thi; question needs to - L
be supplanted in favour of anotﬁer question. ‘“"Inasmuch as
Christian religious féith receives a variety of expressions
through vérious gro;ps of'verbal‘énd non-verbal signs, wﬁat
is the source of the criteria for a correct or right inter-
pretation of these signs?" I suggest this mapng} of addressiné
the truth-question as a consequence of the diséover& of the

;
context—aependent character of reasoning from signs in theéology.
This is a discovery that the truth of complex'theological
.gssertion$§9r beliefs about God can be justified if at all,
"only within the Cbgtegt.?f a particular religious faith and
its cumulative hiétoéicélfz}aditiont_ But as I éill argue
presently this result is ambiguous. There are at least two
. ways in which it might be construed. To show thisrénd thereby
indicate the direction for the ensuing discussion, I will bégin
with a summary of the argument thus far deéigned to demonstrate
the link between the question of the truth of theological.

beliefs about God and the question of the interpretation of

‘religious expressions.
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I haﬁe arrived at th}s point from a critique of the
empiricist critique of the éognitive meaningfulness of theo-
logical sentences. The contention that theological sentences
must be checkable (verifiable or .falsifiable) in Qrinciplé byA
recourse to some empi£;cal stdte of affairs, if they are to
express asser£ions and so qualify as ‘legitimate candidates
for truth or falsity is mistaken. This contention rests on a
confusion 6f the issue of D iding evidence for and against
an assegfion and the iésue s :é%tablishing criteria of meaning
for sentences. Thepiogical sentences can be used to express '

i ) . i
‘assertions because they satisfy those conditions that are
_ﬁecessary for cognitive meaningfulness. Such séntences have.
logical entailments and incompatibles. Hence, the empiricist
veto, couched in terms of a critique of éognitive meaningful-
ness regarding the question"as to how it is possible to make
out whether the beliefs asserted in a theologicél &iscogrse_
ware justifiable, has been removed.

Granted that this truth-question can no longer legi-
timately be postponed, how is it to be addressed? in this
chapter I explored in some d tail, Heimbeck's neglected.
étrategylfor dealing with thf§-question. Among the considerable
merits of his effort is that his approach involves dis-
tinguiéﬁing between two types of thedlogical beliefs, categorj
A and B theologicél beliefs. He does so in terms of whether they
havé direct or indirect empirical entailments or inc&mpatibles

P
. "
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and the sort of evidence requisite for justifying them. The
novelty of this distinction consists in the fact that once’it
is made, it ié readily apparent. that a dominant preoccupation
in the philosophical analysis of religious and.theological
beliefs ought to be revised. Ihstead of attempting to address
directly the justification of such large-scale or complex
category A theélogical beliefs as “there is a God" or "God is
a Trinity of three persons", mo%e attention deserves to be -°
paid to the lcgical anaifsis of category B.theological beiiefs.
Epis is because the truth of the -formey within any particular
theoiogical system of beliefs, is established if at all by
inference from tye latter.

It—iangor this reason that Heimbeck'suggésted that.
.reéily it is categery B theologicq} beliefs such as hGod raised
Jesus of Na;areth from the dead at time T2" and other simé}ar’
beliefs that "record what are referred to in current theo-

logical idiom as 'the mighty acts of God in history'"27

L:that

" are foundational within the system of "classical Christian
theism". -He considers this sort of theblogical belief-ﬁo be
foundational because unlike category A theological beliefs,

" 'the former have some direct'empirical entailments and Jdincom-

patibles. Hence, the general gquestion Oé the truth of theo-

logical discourse becomes a question of how it is possible

that category B theological beliefs can be made out to be tzue.

. )
Such a proposal holds considerable promise because category B



theological beliefs have some direcf empirical entailments and‘
. incompatibles. It implies that their truth or‘falsity cah
be checked by recourse to beliefs themselves justified upon
‘empirical grounds alone. ‘
But can category B theological beliefs be!understooq

“to be justifiable in this manner? ' According to Heimbeck,-these
heliefs are jusfifiéblé,.if at‘all, only by recourse to a *
'.process he refers to as "theological-sign—reasoning”. ‘Reasoning
from signs in theology is a process of reasoning that involves

b
interpreting a set of phenomena and experiences as a sign, or

bgtterwa sign—clust;r, that signifies some category B theo-
logical belief as its conclusion. This reaésﬁing and its
conélusions are"supported by showing how the ﬁhenomena in
question exhibit a pattern ér configuration that corresponds -
to and.is detected by a "model G—configuration", a coﬁceptual
theory for identifying God in experience, as this has been .
developed fand presefved within a particular theological
traditiéﬁ. Such a view reﬁinds us and reinforces the.
;suggeétion that the conclusions of theological work, the
."assertion of a set of category A theological beliefs such as
the doctrine of the Trinity, for instance, is a highly theo-
logically raﬁified, compleﬁ‘and derivative expression of a
particular religious faith. These beliefs are obtaiﬁed
ultimately by inference from experiences and phenomena con-

strued as sign-clusters. In addition, it also indicates
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an important philosophical task in the service 'of showing
'ho; it may be possible to justify the truth of theological
beliefs.. The task in question is the analysis of this sort
of reasoning as it opérates at the foundational'level in this
entefprise, )

Though I consider it is an interesting and important
suggestion, this task is not nearly as unproblematic as ‘
Heimbeck's account might lead us to expect. In particular,
as I have argued, two features of réasoning from-signs in
theology combine to vitiate his theéis that it is possible to
esﬁablish,the truth of'caﬁegofy B theological beliefs on
empirical grounds alone. First, the results of a process of
reasoning from signs, whether it is theoloéical or not, are
never ldgically'conplusive. As such, these results are always
open to challengé, development and réﬁiéioni Second,
reasoning from signs in theology moves ih a germeneutical
circle."Eor example, if others fail "to see" or interpret a
sét o%'ﬁhenomena ér experiences as a sign—clﬁster signifying
some Eétegory B theological belief as its conclusion, our
only recourse in argument appears to be that we try to show
how ‘our interpretation mak§§ the best éense of these phenomena.
Should that stratégy'prqve unsuccessful, perhaps we can try to.

demonstrate how our reading makes better sense than other

alternative readings.
-



Hence, it is more accurate to say that theological
beliefs in general and category- B theological beliefs in
particular are_inferred-from interpreted experiences. Not
only are other rival reliéious and non-religious interpre-
tations possible, bu%ﬁst is only within the context of a par-
ticular presupposed religious faith and its cumulative
historical tradition that such phenomena can be interpreted
as a sign-cluster of the relevant sort. It is this discovery
that I refer to as the context-dependent character of reasoniﬁg
from Signs in theology inltérms of which the truth of par-
ticular theclogical belie'fs is justified, if at all.

But I maintain that this discovery can be construed
in at least two alternative ways. First, it could be inter-
preted to indicate that as Peter Donovan has ‘remarked:

...the first thing to be investigated to

evaluate the truth of religions is not the

truth or falsity of statements and claims

.made in religious language, /theology/,
- but the interpretation of phenomena mostly

non-verbal on which these claims rest.

What+is there about such things that has -

led people on the strength of them, to B

speak in these ways? How if at all might

these things support such interpretations N

-and sustain such responses?
In other words, this discovery may indicate that, by redirecting
our attention towards the sources in religious experience from .
which category B theological beliefs are ultimately inferred,

we need tb better understand how these beliefs and the inter-

pretations on which they depend are related to and derived



from the éxperiences and phenomena whose méaning they cla&m
to articulate and express. From this perspective{ the affirma-
tion of a set of theological beliefs, whether category A or B,
is to be understood as a set of proposals or suggestions, none
of whicﬁ is by itsélf sacred, to‘clarify and display the-judge—
ments of significance, (interpretations or readings of'meanings),
involved in a religious faith that a ﬁarticipant,al}eges is
manifested in ana‘Warranted by a certain-éort of éxpgrience.29

It is for this reason that I have suggested that.to
make progress with the question régarding the truth of the beliefs
~advanced in a theological discourse, we need to address it in
"terms of another guestion that can be generalized now in the
~following manner. Inqsmﬁch‘as a religious faith, whether
specifically Christian or not, receives a variety of expréssions
through vérious groups of verbal and non~verbél signs, what is

the source of the criteria for a correct or right interpre-

tation of these signs? This question has tae merit
of directing attention towards a reflection on the sources in
;eligiéus experience from which signs are drawﬂ and that are
invoked in theological reflection in order to justify the
truth of particular theological beliefs.

But as I have said, there are at least two ways in
_which this discovery of the context-dependeﬁt character cf
reasoning from signs in -theology can be construed. The

'S

second way is to interpret it as indicating that after all

\?



\ ‘- o

theologic;} béliefs, Whekher category A or B.are not justi-
“fiable. These beliefs a}e not justifiable because thy rest

or may rest on a preferred interpretation of our experience.
This is or may be érpreferred interpretation because theo-
logical beliefs that are advanced on this basis ¢annot be

known to be true without presupposing the context proﬁided by

a particular judgement of significance involvea-in a religious™”
faith and preserved and d#veloped in its cumulative historical
tfadgtion. In other words, the recognition of the context-

L <~
dependent character of reasoning from signs in theology might

be_con;trued as a fundamental oﬁjectionlagainst the point of
developing a detailed account of the structure of the justi-
fication of theologicai beliefs. This objection is "funda-
mental"” because the. suspicion aroused by_the contexE~depéndent'~
character of the jus#ifiqation of thgggbbekiefs threatens to
block once more the need or even the point of addressing and
‘considering seriously the guestion about the trqth of thep—
_logical beliefs. It.doeslsb,.l note, even after worries about

’

the cognitive meaningfulness of theological sentences have

been laid to rest.30

As should now be aéparent, how this discoverY~is -/
itself to be interpreted, whether as an important clue or a
fundamental‘chéllenge regarding the justification of theological
beliefs is potentially.rich with.conﬁequences for the conduct

of a philosophy of ré&igion. It is to the detailed considera-

tion of this issue and these alternatives that I now turn.
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1. Heimbeck is not alone in raising and addre551ng the ”
question of the truth of the’ heliefs asserted in a
theological discourse. Among ©Others who have done
so are William A. Christian, Meanlng and Truth in Religion,
(PrlncetOn Princeton University Press, 1964), Basil

~ Mitchell, The Justification of Religious Belief, (London:
' Macmlllan, 1973), *and Ninian Smart, Reasons and Faiths,
. (London: * 'Routledge & Hegan Paul, 1958)

2. Raeburne S. ‘Heimbeck, TheSIOQX_and Meaning, p. 174.

3.+ To anticipate a possible source of donfusion, I note that
"conclusive" ‘as Heimbeck construes it in the phrases "con-
clusively verifiable" or "conclusively falsifiable" refers
to the elimination of reasonable ddubt about the truth’dr

falsity of an assertion or belief. See Theology and T g .
Meaning,, 214. I think that only in very restricted = [ 7% »

contexts of\lnqulry such as perhaps symbolic logic o -
mathematlcs is it reasonable or plausible to expect a 4
level bf certainty -that would exclude even the logical
possibility of error. As Charles Taylor explains, such

an expectation would be "to adopt an absurdly severe
criterion of 'certainty' which deprives the concept of

any .sensible use".# Charles Taylor, "Interpretation and

the Scieﬁces of Man", Review of Metaphysics, 25(1971), 6.

4, For Heimbeck's understanding of the phrase "emplrlcal
anchorage see .above Chapter I note 46.

5. Heimbeck, op. cit., pp. 205-206.

6. For this-.and other examnles of reaeoning from signs, see
Heimbeck, ibid., pp. 207, 206-210. .

7. As is obvious, any conclusion of an example of reasoning
from signs by itself is only one among many other possible
explanations. Consider, for instance,>how one might
determine what is signified by a person who winks his
eye in the presence of a group of other persons. Con-
sidered by itself such a phenomenon might be construed as
a sign that could signify virtually anything or perhaps
nothing. Buit when this sign is placed in a conteyt pro-
vided by a more complete and detailed description of the
situation involved, one can make considerahle progress in
determining which of several explanations are plausible.
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10.
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.In one"coftext, this phénomenon might signify that the, ¢

person is nervdus, in another that the person is signal-
ling to someone, in yet another, that a "private joke" has
just be played and so on. It is this process of inter-
preting and situating a particular phenomenon within a

.set of phenomena, the placing of them in théir appro-

priate context thereby, that I refer td as a judgement
of signif%cancé. .
. _
Heimbeck, ibid&., pp. 245-246. On p. 246, Heimbeck éktends
this list to include the social sciences,, the life sciences
and the normative sciences, (law, aesthet*tics, ethics).
Each of these groups of ingquiries has a logical type gap
as does theology that cannot be bridged by a logic of
entailments. In theology, the gap is between the data or
evidence expresséd in empirical language and the conclusion
of these inferences expressed by the assertion of a
category B theological belief.

Ibid., pp. 204 note'l, 209-210, 215-217, 218. Though his
language is doubtless somewhat cumbersome, it is but one
way of stating the pow familiar point that in any theo-
retical enterpris@s* theories not only serve to explain
observations they also serve to condition or constitute \
them as observations in the first place. Contrary to
cruder’ form$ of empiricism, there are no brute §givens or
uninterpreted data in any knowledge-producing activity,
theology no less than the natural sckences. Any set of
data is logically neutral until it has been judged in a

‘context provided by the relevant background knowledge to

count as evidence of a certain sort from which an inference
may be drawn. On this point, as it applies in the natural
sciences, see Imre Lakatos, "Falsification and the Method-
ology of Scientific Research Programmes", in Imre Lakatos

. and Alan Musgrove eds., Criticism and the Growth of

Knowledge, {(London: Cambridge University Press, 1970},
pp. 98-100. I will have occasion below to return to

this point. )

Examples of such confession formulae for identifying God
in thought are the Westminirgfter Shorter Catechism (1647),
"God is a Spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable in
his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness and
truth"; or Charles Hartshorne's "dipolar panentheistic
God" or Paul Tillich's "ground of being", see Heimbeck,
op. cit., pp. 109-110.. ~° T |

For his discussion of these points, see Heimbeck, ibid.,
pp. 200-201, 218-227. - -
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15.

16.

17.

18.
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Cederblom and Paulsen, for insta;ce, suggest that a con-
ceptual theory, "ideally designates precisely the condi-
tions under which a certain concept applies to an

object." For their discussion of conceptual theories,

see Jerry Cederblom,and David W. Paulsen, Critical Reasonlng,
(Belmbnt Calif. Wadsworth, 1980), pp. 177-188.

-

Regarding this "challenge" and the four objectlons upon
which it is based, see Helmbeck 1b1d,, pp. 211-248,
MalcolﬁJL Diamond, "The Challenge of Contemporary
Emp1r1c15m" in Malcolm L. Diamond and Thomas V. thzenburg
Jr., eds., The Logic of God/Theology and Verification,. o
PP~ 43—45. See also in the same collection, Antony Flew,
™ Theology and Falsification' in Retrospect", pp. 275-278.
! . . . °

Diamond, i#bid., p. 45. @

Benoit Garceau, “Critique‘et Hermeneutique en Philosophie

de la Religion", in T.F. Geraets ed. RationalityJTodez,

p. 378. This reaction is all the more surprising given the
current state of theologlcal pluralism characteristic of
‘Christian theologians. It is worth notlng that Heimbeck's
version of classical Christian theism is but one of several
options availablé within the "orthodox model" of theology

that 1ncludes among its other options that represented by -
Vatican I. For a discussion of this and other.gurrently '
avallable models of theology, see David Tracy, Blessed

Rage for Order: The New Pluralism in Theology, (New York:
Seabury Press, 1975), pp. 3-14, 24-25, 22-42. Nor, as

Heimbeck points out, aré checkable consequences unique to

his own starting-point. are present in the- theologies

of Schleiermacher, Til ch and Hartshorne. 5See Theglogy

and Meaning, pp 170- 17 .

I thlnk there is a doub e irony in the fact that although
Heimbeck's results are pbsitive, his work has been accused-;
of theological naiveté& by a philosopher. One might have
expected such a résponse from a theologian in regard to a
work whose results regarding the p0551b111ty of theological
knowledge were negative.

Heimbeck is quite aware of this important -point. He ,
remarks that "every meta-theological investigation pre-"
supposes, consciously or unconsciously, some system or
systems of theological understanding as the starting

point for analysis" and it proceeds "from there to test

for conceptual clarity and coherence, cognitivety, check-
ability- and its other concerns." 1Its findings, however,
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"Heimbeck, op. cit., p. 175.
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are always relative to and limited to the hermeneutical
understanding (s) with which it started." Heimbeck,
op. cit., pp. 41-42.

.Heimbeck, ibid., p. 238.

Heimbeck draws attention to the similarities between his
"seeing a G-configuration with data" and Wittgenstein's
"seeing an aspect of" or Wisdom's use of "models to get
the hang of the patterns in the flux of experience". AsS
Heimbeck explains regarding the exegesis of the verse
"when Jesus is made to say, 'He who has seen me has seen '
the Father' (John 14:9 RSV), 'see' is being used in two
distinct senses. 'See' in 'He who has seen me' is
empirical sight plain and simple; 'see' in 'has seen the
Father' is what I am calling 'seeing 'a configuration in’',
for in the first sense of 'see' no one has or can see

the Father." Heimbeck, ibid., pp. 215-216 note 1.

For Wittgenstein's discussion, see his Philosophical
Investigations, tr. by G.E.M. Anscombe, (Oxford: 'Basil
Blackwell, 1953), pp. 149-168. For other similar dis-
cussions that ke use of a concept of model for detecting
patterns of sighificance in a set of phenomena construed
as evidence, see Frederick Ferré and Kent Bendall,
Exploring the Logic of Faith, (New York: Associated
Press, 1962), pp. 163-181 and Frederick Ferrég&, "Mapping
the Logic of Models in Science and Theology", reprinted
in Dallas High ed., New Essays on Religious Language,
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1969), pp. 54-56 and
Tan G. Barbour, Myths, Models and Paradigms, (New York:
Harper & Row, 1974}, pp. 49-70.

For further discussions of this view of interpretation,
see Charles Taylor, "Interpretation and. the Sciences of.
Man", 3~17 and Peter Donovan, Interpreting Religious
Experience, (London: Sheldon Press, 1979}, pp. 21-35.

Heimbeck, op. cit., p. 208 .,

-

Taylor,‘gg. cit., p. 6.

For a careful examination of the importance and nature
of this "theological a priori" or "fundamental-motif
research” see Anders Nygren, Meaning and Method, pp. 351-

Heimbeck, ibid., p. 231.

ibid., p. L74.
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Peter Donovan, Religious Language, (London: Sheldon

Press, 1976), p. 10I. :

To suggest that theological beliefs can be construed

"as a set of proposals, none of which by themselves is
sacred" does not at all imply that such assertions are
not important. Indeed, they are important in so far

as they permit us to a degree to understand something of

~ the religious faith they mediate at any particular time.

These beliefs, especially for participants, are not more
important than that to which their faith is considered a
response, for Christians, God. This distinction between

a religious faith and theological reflection and its
subsequent assertions or beliefs can be expressed briefly
in terms of Gordon Kaufman's more traditional epigram,
However much for particular Christians, their "faith is a
gift of God; theology is human work". As such, I would
add its results however greatly to be revered and pondered,
gqua human, are fallible. Gordon Kaufman, An Essay on
Theological Method, (Missoula Montana, Scholars Press, 1978),
pPp. X1, 3-4. - ‘

It was primarily to expose this context-dependent character
of theological sign-reasoning that I examined Heimbeck's
proposals for justifying the truth of theological beliefs.
I am aware that to do full justice to the features of
reasoning in theological contexts requires more than this
discussion allows. But as I have said, to provide such

an account was not the objective of this thesis. Again,
the objective is-to expose and criticize certain powerful
philosophical assumptions that threaten to prevent our
undertaking this task.



Chapter 3: Interpretation and the Justification
of Theological Beliefs

3.10 Two Alternatives

In response-to tﬁe discovery of the context-dependent
chafacter of reason%ng from signs in theclogy, I have suggested
that the question aﬁout £he justification of theological beliefs
cshouid be reformulated. The question that merits our attention
is this.. Inasmuch as any religious faith, whether Christian or
no£, receives a variety of expressiéhs through various groups
of verbal and non-verbal signs, what is the source of the
criteria for.a correct or right integpretation of these siéns?
I think this question raises more clearly the central issue in
these matters because‘believers cla;m thg,right to interpret
.or judge the significance of their experiénce in a par£icular
way and to infer on"this basis to the trgth of particular
| theological beliefs. Nevertheless,kif tﬁe justification 6
theological beliefs rests finally upon what is or may be a

: . ~
preferred interS%etation of a set of phenomena and experiences,
as a skeptic may allege, it would seem that believers are not
entitled to this right. If this is the case, then we seem

compelled to conclude that there is no legitimate way to make

out or justify the.truth of theolpgical beliefs.
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In this and ensuing chapters, I argue that this
latter conclusion is premature because it owes its plausibility.
to certain deep-seated epistemological presuppositions about
the structure of the justification of ;Gf“beliefs. Worse still
it is mistaken because.once these presuppositionslhavé‘been
detected, criticized and abandoned, the general suspicion they
foster ané sustain will be recoénized as unwarranted. In a
word, it is the main objective of this thesis to defend in
detail the contention that the oontext—depeﬁdent character of

the justification of theological beliefs is not a crippling

defect warranting the suspicion that these beliefs must be

invalid and so not entitled to be considered as legitimate
candidates for truth or falsity. By implicatioﬁ, the suggestion,
that the justification of theological beliefs about God,
Ultimate Reality, The Transcendent or what havé you, can-be

construed as erences pre

posing a judgement of the signi-

ficance of a believer's experien the context of a
particular tradition of religious.faith,deserves éerious
consideration. 7

Towards this end, ln this chapter, I will begin by
examining each of these élternative reédings of the discovery
of the context-dependent char?cter of reasoniné frém signs in
theolcgy in greater detail. In particular, in section 3:11 I

clarify further just what sort of judgements, judgements of signi-

ficance are that I suggest are invelved in any particular

w
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religious faith. I do this not to provide an account of the
"justification of any particular judgement of significénce; much
less an account of the justification of any particular theological
beliefs. I do it in order to offer an account of tﬁé relation-
ship between these judgements and the sense of "experience”

that is at issue here and upon which these judgements are
ultimately founded. 1In section 3.12, I return to a closer exami-
nation of this discovery construed as an objection that the
project of justifying the truth of theological beliefs cannot

be legifimate because such a justification cannot but appeal

to what may be preferred interpretations or preferred judge-
ments of the significance of our experience. I argue that this.
- objection, which can be raised against any religious faith, is

a second version of meta-theological skeptiéism.. This second
version certainly need not be couched in terms of a theory ofn
cognitive meaning. As such, it is more fundamental andlfar-
reaching.l Finally, in section 3.13, I suggest that this second
version of meta-theological skepticism presupposes a powerful,
and I contend fundamentally, mistaken general epistemological
theory about the justification of our beliefs. There, I |
propose a strategy‘designeq to place this epistemological frame-
work in questioﬂ. In this fashion I intgnd'to secure the main
objective of this thesis. The context-dependent character of
the justification of theological beliefs appears as a crippling

defect only as long ‘as we remain committed to this general
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epistemoiogical perspective. Unless we Fecognize that really
Cit is this.frémework that is defective and learn to éet it
aéide, we will be unable to properly address the éuestion of
how it may be possible to justify the truth of theological

s

beliefs in a manner appropriate to them.

-

3.11 Judgements of Significance and Religious Experience

Let me begin by saying explicitly what I have indi-
cated already in passing. However critical I am of Heimbeck's
coﬁtribution to the discussion of the meaning and truth of
theological beliefs,‘I considerﬂthat the greatest merit of his
work consists inlredirecting our attention towards the sources
in our experience that are fundamental for any religiocus faith.

As I have indicated, criticism of his proposals regarding the
justification of theological beliefs has prompted the following
qguestion. éiﬂce any reiigious faith receives a variety of
expressions through various groups of verbal and non-verbal signs,
what is the source for a correct or right interpretaETbn of these
signs? The answer I have proposed is that any religious faith

can be construed as involviné most basiéally, a judgement of the
significance or an interpretation_of'meaning. Participants of a
particular faith.allege_that this meaning is manifested in and
warranted by a certéin sort of experience. It is these judgementst
of .significance, which have their source in religious experience,

that are fundamental both for understanding the role and
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making out the truth of the résults of theological reflection.

. But what éort of source is this £ha€ I have referred
to as "rellgloug experlence As 1is well known, religioﬁs
experience, as this has been recorded in the nlstory of religious
traditions,is an extremely variegated pHEnomeﬁon. f% has
assumed a wide variety of forms.  [Three of the more prominent
forms perhaps are the experience of the self, in religious or
mystical experience, the experience of the world, as in
experiences of the apparent design, order, creativity or super-
abundaﬂce of the physical universe and the experience of history
as tecorded in the Gdspels, the Quf'an or the Torah. Each of =~
these forms of religioﬁs experience Qas, is and-can be, for
participants, a soufce.of signs from which inferences may be
drawn tg the truth of particular theological beliefs.2 In
addition, eachlof these.forms‘df réligious éxperiencé has been
accorded diﬁferent degrees of importance throughout the history
of the liféfpf a particular religious faith as recorded and
preserved in these different historical traditioﬁs.yﬁ But as
I said above, my concern: in-this section is not the devélop;.
ment of an account of the.justi%ication of any particular
religious beliefs.4 . LI

‘My interest is soﬁeré% more nafrowly focused. In
particular, I am concerneé to clarify further thﬁ.meéﬁiﬁg of .

the phrase "Judgement of 51gn1flcance in terms of the

relationship these judgements have to our experience. "I can
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introduce this interest by saying that by the phrase "“judge-
ments of significance", Ilhavé in mind]the norms invoked both
by theolecgians and believers generally, to évaluate the truth
of the many different religious'ahd theological beliefs that
allegedly express, articulate, communicate and justify for
them and perhaps others their faith. Examples of the locus

of these judgements éf significance are readily available in
the first-order accounts of the religious experiences recorded,
preserved and cherished by participants in all the great
religious traditions. Often these judgements are focused .upon
and rendered, in numerous and bewiideringly‘complex ways, in
terms of such "central symbols as Jesus The Christ, Gautama

the Buddha,~the Torah in Judaism, the Qur'an in Islan, the )
Veda ih India} the Sage in China, ébcratesmthe Lover of Wisdom".5
These judgemehté, expressed in té€rms of these symbols, serve
tQ'indicate the specific difﬁgrenqe that marks off a particular
religious faith from others. For instance for Christians,.

the éymbol "Jesus the Christ" has been and is invoked as the
final norm for evaluat;ng both the results of theological
reflection and, for participénts more important, assessing

and understanding what is fundamentally valuable or finally
significant about living humanly. As Hans Kung remafks,

however much members of other refigious and non-religious

traditions may veénerate him:

&
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...the special feature, the most funda-
\ _ mental characteristic of Christianity is
that it considers this Jesus as ulti- : "

mately decisive, definitive archetypal

for man's relations with God, with Els

fe}low—mnn,.with society, in the cur- 6

tailed Biblical .formula as 'Jesus Christ'.

To be sure, all that this particular formulation of a judge-
ment of significance has meant, does or.ﬁay meanlfor participants
and observers of this faith is merely adumbrated in this
quotation. In. efféct, and as the context suggests, this is
hardly the last word. Even so, I submit that this judgement

and others like it,that could be formulated by participants

of the other religidus traditions in terms of their central
‘symbols ié, I thinkf rightly and crucially among the first

words. '

But' if it is judgements of significance such as
these that are or should be among the first WOE?S in a study of
the guestion of the justification of theological beliefs, how
are thesé judgements to be understood? 1In saying‘that‘tnese
are "judgements of the significance of our experience", what
is the sense 6r meaning of "experience" that is at issue here?
Of course, this question of understanding experience and
eépecially religious experience is large and complex. For
the moment, I am interested in clarifying one aspect of it
that T think is important for understanding what sort of

‘reading of our experience is involved.in these judgements and

is relevant for understanding the justification of theological

Y
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Jbeliefs when it is adéressed from this perspective.

As 1 suggeétéd in section 1.3, those accounts of’
meaning in religion' that are most valuable are those that;;
have stressed the importané;'of.;elating meaning to context.7
But rather thaﬁ offer a-summary.éccount of sbme of these
other approaches to this guestion, I will.address it by
recourse to a recent exchange between Benoit Garceau and Kai
Nielsen.8 lThis exchange is quite useful because of the
many issues it raised. One that is particularly important is
thé question regarding the sort of understanding af our
exper%ence that is at issue ih a religious experience and-
hence is appropriate for a conversation betweenisképtics'
and believers. I_begin with Nielsen's critique of Garceau's
Qiews on this matter as a foil for clarifying the sense of
"experience" that I have in‘mind in stressing the importance
of ﬁ%derstanding the judgements of significance belieﬁers
presuppose in interpreting this eiperience.

\ In the course of Garceau's critical review of
Nielsen's work in analytic philosophy of religion, Garceau
proposes three "rules" that he considers are conditions for
a'ﬂialoéue or a fruitful conversation between believers and
s}_<e_.ptics."9 Commenting on Garceau's first rule,  "that éhe
pubiic manifestatioﬁs of religion be open to the various éanons

of critical reason", Nielsen remarks that "Garceau claimg that

while religious discourse constitutes a public manifestation

v b

>
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of religion, and so is open to critical scrutiny, ‘'the

. ’
 religious person may claim, angd rightly so, that one does not
‘understand what he means unless one is a participant in his

~

faith'." This viewﬂaay also be implied in Garceau's third rule
.which is to the‘efféct that "the manifestations of religion
are an inadeguate‘means for understanding religious faith."
In any case, Nielsen identifies such a contention as a version
of Wittgenstéinian Fideism. In brief, he criticizes this
suppdsed need for a participant's grasp of religious discourse
énd in the absence of a solid case for such a need, he’
criticizes it as an immunizing stratagem.10
What is of considerable interest for my'purposeg in
this exchange ére Nielsen's views regarding the sort of
understanding that is-a?propfiate in these matters. In par-
ticular, just what does ££‘mean to request the need for a
"participant's understanding” in this context? Nielsen
construes this request in the following manner. .It is important
that people who‘engage in this sort of'conversation‘"have a
participant or a participant-like grasp of tﬁe discourse in
guestion®. "A participant—like grasp of a discourge“ is
the sort of understanding that Nielsen presumes Evans-Pritchard
had cultivated during his study of the Azande and Nuer.
Though he learned their language, religious discourse and

magical belief-systems and attendant practices well enough

‘that he could have participated in them had he chosen,
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Aaccqrding to Nielsen, Evans—Ptitchard "gained all this under-
standing without becoming a participant or even being tempted
to become a partlclpant. As Nielsen explains, .to say that it |
is enough mlnlmally that a person have a- partlclpant ~like grasp
of the relevagt'dlscourse 1s_just to say that such'an under-
standing as this is "ahalogous to the grasp a‘skilled speaker 
of a language has of that language™. Henee, though Evans-
Pritchard knew the.life of the ‘Azande and -Nuer well; armed
with his "participant-like grasp of its manifeetations", "his
mind was nonetheless firmly shut to the very possibility of
there really being witches“. He was, as some might prefer to
put it, capable of making linguistically correctrmovee ih'this

\ :

language-game and he. could distinguish deviant and non-deviant

moves. But to acquire this sort of understanding, it was not
at all‘necessar§ that Evans—Pritchard be committed-to believing

that there are w1tches.ll

I think it is clear that motlvatlng Nlelsen'ﬁﬁEeadlng'
of the phrases "part1c1pant s or participant-like grasp of a
discourse" is a laudable concern to preserve a useful and
important distinction between understanding what a diseourse
or practice means or signifies‘for a particibant and evaluating
or assessing the truth or value of that discourse or practice.
As Nielsen interprets Gareeaq's third rule that streeses the

inadequacy of the manifestations of a religion as a means for

understanding that particular religious faith, the insistence

e
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on the need for a partieipant's understanding that is more
than a "participant-like grasp qf it" is precisely a request
to collapse £his distinction.12 Indeed, to C%Fry his objgctidn
further, if the seﬁse of "understanding" and "experience" at
issue here is of the sort where understanding the discourse of
a particular.religious faith implies assent&ng to its truth
then such a requirement wo@ld imply mdre th%n merely‘that the
‘e .

discourse of that faith was immune to & critique by those who do
not share it. It also implies‘that its public manifestations
be they creed, dogma, rieual, etc., are immune to a critique
from within as well. For instance; those reformers who ’
advocate a renewed understanding of the faith can always risk
being accﬁsed by advocates of the reigning orthodoxf that any
such proposed revisions constitute a tragic misunderstanding
and departﬁre from the faith.ﬂ It is perhaps for these reasons
that Nielsen maintains that "it'is abserd to eey of a deeply
religious person...that at the very moment he loses his faith
he dlso loses his understanding of that faith". in brief, to
request the need for a participant's understanding of that %
faith, if it leads to this conclusion, is to "erect an arbi-
strary roadblock inhibiting a dialogue between belief and
unbelief".13 |

Certainly, understanding something does admit of

degrees. At first blush, it would seem unlikely that under-

standing religious experience should be an all or nothing-
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affair. In addition, such understanding can also be of

different sorts whether "existential" in the seﬁse of

"understanding what a given experience is 1ike" or "theoretical”
14
"

in the sense.of understaﬁaing the explanation of something.
Moreover, the guestion regarding the’degree ofvundezstanding
to which one need aspire or presuppose in, order to under-
stand adequatel& what is‘importént for a participant about
his re{igious experience and faith has received :a wide '
spectrum of answeré. Such answers have ranged from Nielsen's
own view. that é "participant-like" level of understanding is
enough all the way perhaps to Donald Evans' view that "legiti-
mate talk about God arises only as reflection on religious
conversion. All other talk about God is wvain and e'mpty."l5
It is hardly my intention to specify whére in such a speétrum
and betyeen these iﬁ}remes, the requisite dégree of under-
standing lies. But I will argue that Nielsen's view of the
matter 45 mistaken. Further, I will indicate a presupposition
that I think is required-minimally, if we axe to come to teims
with the question of the truth of the beliefs ﬁeld‘as a con-
sequence of the formative judgements of significance
believers make on the basis of an interpretation of their
experience. - s
It is not at all clear to me that Garceau intends
his remark about the imgortance he attaches to a participant’'s

understanding of his faith to Be construed in the way Hielsen
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‘have only in so far as they are objects of experience of human

114
does. Be thatids it may.lG Wwhat is more sorely needed here,
' however, is a somewhat more detailed gloss on the concept 6f

- "
a "participgnt's understanding of his experience” be it

speciﬁﬁca}l? feligiousror not, Towaré this end, Charles Taylor's
recent work may.be quite useful inasmuch as it is .more geﬁerally
focused on coming to terms with the sense of "understanding
our'experlence that he considers is very 1mportant for the

. 1
human sciences. ?

According to faylor the éense of "ﬁnderstanding our
experience" 'at isSue in'fhe human scienées generally, and that
I think is involved in Garceau'é remé:k is this. It is an under-
standingy of Eeligious ekperience énd the géhifestations of a particulan
rJligious-ﬁéith that construeé them as an account of the way
things aré,glven in te;ms of "subject—related propertles or
"dés1reab;l1ty—character1;§tlons .18 These phrases mean to

. ! .
tapture an understanding of the "properties of things which they

subjééts“. .For example,."colour is a.proESFty of things whiéh
they have only in the experience of sighted subjects .
Similarly when one describes one's experlence of somethlng as
"liberating'beyond words", “morally outrageous", a "trial and
tribulation@ or says that tne course of one's life has been as if
under the hegembny of‘the Chinese curse, that "one has been
condemned to livé in interesting times", such %g?criptions do

not refer us merely to our pro or con attitudes towards-the
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objects,_be théy God} nuclear war, the loss of a loved one,
or the course of one's 1ife. 1Instead, such descriptions
focus upon and articulate a view of the meaning these objects
and situations can have for us because of our experience of
them when the significance of this ekperience-is judged from
a particular perspective.

The sort of understanding of our experience that is
at issue here is the sort most often involved and invoked in
the context of interpersonal relationships where understanding
another person is a process of learning to understand them in
terms of the concepts theg%usé to describe themselves and what
is important to them. as Taylor explains:

...to understand someone is to understand
his emotions, aspirations, what he finds
. admirable and contemptible, what he loathes,
what He yearns for and so on. Understanding
doesn't mean sharing these emotions, aspira-
tions, loathings, etc., but it does mean ’
seeing the point of them seeing what is here
which could be aspired to, loathed, etc.
Seeing the point means grasping the objects
concerned under desireability—characteriza-
tions. Understanding another person 1is
understanding his world: it is grasging
the significance of things for him.l
. Judgements of significance are judgements about how the signi-.
) ’ .
ficance of our experiénce is to be construed if we are to come
to grips with what "it means for those who experience it and
who consider themselves compelled to judge 'it in these terms

within a particular context. As this'bears on the religious

context, the judgements of significance any religious faith
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involves have to do with the final or ultimate meanlng of
human living and our experlence of it as participants of that

\

faith allege it to be dlscernlble {iithelr experience. T think
% experience" that is at

it is this sense of "understandlng
issue in the request for considering seriously a'participant‘s.
understanding of his faith.

But some philoséphers may consider that the phrases
"Jesireability-characterizations"” or "descriptions in terms of
subject-related properties" are unhappy. These pnrases may
foster the impression that what is at stake in having or
allowing a recourse to judgements or descriptions of this sort
is ajnon-cognitive, irreducibly subjegtive, cdmpénent that
reaily ought to he avo&ded. For the moment, Iiwill considef
onfy whether the sense of "experience" here in gquestion is
reaily‘irrelevant because it is a non-cognitive component.

In fact, I think that this_contehtion is mistaken és
the following examplewmay help to illustrate. Consider this
question.rinla conversation about the truth of theological
beliefs, are ﬁei}evers entitled to refer to wnat tney think
they know Eolbe Lrue given the‘regding or judgement of the
significance of their alleged religious éxperience of God?
Though some might think this a perverse question,accofding to
Nielsen the answer wouid be "no". Such appeéls are not legi-
timate. -i% is ultimately not ;ationélly pérmissible. But

this judgement is hardly.simply the expression of Nielsen's
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_aversion towards such appeals. Rather, it is based on his
view that such alleged religious experiences cannot be a

source of objective truth because nat only are they not self-
authenticating} they -involve claims to an experience that
appears to be self-contradictpry - "a c¢laim to have experienced
that which is beyond experien-de".20 Convérsely, Garceau could
and doubtless -would respond by hoiding that such appeals are

legitimate and rationally permissible.| But this judgement

need not simply beian expression of hi positivé attitude
towards such an appeal. Rather it might\ be baseé on the
ground that in ﬁhe absence of a proof ori{a compélling-reason
to think that the concept 6f God is incoh&rent, in ordinary

contexts we do accept first-person reports “the import of

one's experience as at least prima-facie evidence for the

truth:gf oée's beliefs. Hence, why can we not do the same
in this context? . ’

The point of this example has not yet to do with
the question of the epistemic stétds and locus of an appeal 7
to the interpretation of an alleged.religious experience of
God in a proposed cohversation about théﬁtruth of the beliefs
advanced in the context o uch a judgement of significance.
‘I will have occasion to return }{o a detgiled consideration
of this question below. Instad, it has to do with the kind

of judgements, judgements of significance are. Neither Nielsen

nor Garceau, I submit, would hold that we learn nothing from



118

their judgements, nothing that has a cognitive content, about
the prospects and conditions for such a conversation between
skeptics and believers other than their subjective attitudes
towards it. In this context, I think it fair to say that
"ratjonality" is a "subject-related property term". When

used either by, Nie}sen or Garceau, it expresses a judgement
about the meaning of the situation that they allege really
obtains between believers and skeptics given their rival inafrd
. pretations of the experience of attempted conversation.

' ! .
Regardless of how one might seek to resolve their disagree-
ment, I think it is clear that both mean their judgements of
the rationality of such appeals to a participant's under-

. A

standing of their experience to be true not merely for them-
selves but for others as well.
As a result, I suggest that terms like rationality,
irrationality, honesty, integrity and the judgements of
significance that are sometimes couched in terms of a reference
to the formative symbols which provide the focal points for
participants of the great religious traditions, are descriptions
which:

....apply to actions or ways of living, not

simply to feelings or experiences. But they

describe them in subject-related terms. In

a world without subjects of the specifically

human kind, with language and hence moral,

aesthetic, evaluative, /religious/, con-

sciousness there couldn't be.such properties

as integrity applied to ways of life or

honesty applied to the appeéarances given
to the world...These terms straddle the gap
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between things and our experience of them;
they characterize reality, but in experience-
related terms., The same can be said of a »
host of words in which we characterize
relationships as desirable or undesirable:
'close', 'distant', 'strained' as well as
with such key terms as 'love', 'communion’,
'estrangement'!, or the way we characterize
situations: ‘'humiliating', 'fulfilling',
'frustrating'.21l

In drawing attention to the importance of a participant's
understanding og his faith and its expressions and the
potential chasm that can separate an . observer and a parti-
cipant, I think Gérceau is drawing our attention to the
importance of understanding religious experience as the
occasion for articulating and ultimately justifying for him
and perhaps also for others, a judgement of significance that
he considers to be grounded in a "metaphysical experience

of é value "in man“.22 Granted this experience and the judge-
ment that articulates it is difficult for otheés in the
absence of suéh an‘expe;ience, to understand. As Garceau remarks,
this jpdgement and the experience that prompts it needs to pe
uéderstood, as a judgement expressed in a "langquage that is
the‘egpression of that which is experienced by a subject; an
expression by means of which he éommunicates his experience to
a fellow—subject."zB- It is a description of what is real
described'in experignce—related‘terms.

I do not pretend to have understggh all that Garceau

has in mind in his view that the judgement of religious faith

Y
~
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is anchored in a "hetaphysical experience of a value in man."
As with the passage cited earlier from Kung, it is hardly the
end of "the matter to say as Garceau does, that this experienée
of a

...possibility in man of becoming a person

is_judged by the religious man as the possi-

bility of being liberated from all things,

. including the thing that he is, this being

actualized only in as much as he gives him-

self to a Presence that is in him the source

of freedom, the experience of God Egat is

inseparable from the quest of man.
It should occasion no surprise that often understanding what
persons find significant about their experience does not
_happen easily or on the first try especially in these matters.
Nevertheless, if it is judgements of significance that are at
issue here, in admitting recourse~§f them in a conversation
about the truth of theological beliefs one is admitting that
they can and should be treated as a serious alternative. The
request for a participant's understanding of a religious faith
in terms of its formative judgements and symbols, is a request
of the skeptic to acknowledge that there is a point to .being
human in this way, given of course a more .detailed account of
the implications of these judgements in the context in which
they are embedded. To admit that there is a point to being
human in this way is to admit that these judgements of the

significance of our experience of things and human living

are or may be in some sense true.
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Certainly, to admit the propriefy of consideration
.of judgementé'of significance may require more
than a participant-like grasp of religious discourse in which
a skeptic may possess greatér or lesser facility in manipu-
' lating religious words and phrases. But the admission that
some soft of experience of transcendence is possible, that is
more than a psychological reality lacking any potential cogni-
tive import, in no way implies that a skeptic is committed to
agréeing that the judgement of significance believers consider
themselves compelled to advancé'is correét. In other words,
to adﬁit that an experience of God, Ultimate Reality, Niyvana
or Transcendence in whatever form and terms it may bé described,
may on occasion take place is not eo ipso to claim human
infallibility for the judgements or interp}etations of its
significance that participants hold as a consequence of it.
Moreover, this admission does not 6r need not compromise the
distinction between understanding what an experience signifies
for a participant and assessing the truth of the beliefs that
may be inferred from it, After all, it is still qui loglcally
p0551b1e that those who c0n51der themselves to have had such

experiences as these have nonetheless profoundly misread what

their significance is.

Nor need believers of all people, be reminded by the
"masters of suspicion" and their current disciples of the very

real dangers of misreading the import-of their experience. 3§

Y
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Indeed,. I think it is quite remarkable that many philosophers
of religion should so easily overlook what no believer can

afford to ignore. Such scholars often forget that. regarding

the examples of the central symbols cited above and in terms
of which the full significance of such judgements is arti-
culated;

...whether the reference is to a person or
to a set of rules or verses, in every instance
what is mentioned is a concrete entity or set
of entities available to public scrutiny. The
focal point of each tradition is an object ob-
servable by both faithful and faithless. 22

” , .

In addition, as Peter Donovan has suggested,
...1t is peffectly natural for the skeptic
to say of these experiences that, 'they are
simply the ups and downs of life and ‘'the
feelings that go with them read differently.'
But isn't that just what is at issue in
the whole dispute about the truth of belief
in God and the validity of religious
experience. '
The point is that failure to attend to and consider seriously the
understanding of their alleged religious experience in the
terms and in the context in which it is articulated is perhaps
to risk begging important questions that are at issue. If
what is at stake in the question of the truth of theological
" peliefs about God is judgements of the significance of our
experience articulated in subject-related terms, we who profess
to be observers of religious life and faith must be wary lest

we succumb to the temptation of imposing an interpretation.

After all, there is little reason to assume either that gqua
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observers, "we know the rights and wfongs of a dispute even
if the parties to it do not" or that we should eschew con-
sideration of what may to us appear to be theologi;ally rami-
fied interpretations of their experience. It is-“just'as
possible to miss the genuine significancé of an experience
through under-interpretation as it is through over—-interpre-

n27 For the moment then, I contend that the question

tation.
of the truth of feligious and theoiogical beliefs turns upon
the sympathetic understanding, discussion and assessment of
jﬁdgements of significance. These judgements themselves are
to be construed as descriptions of the significance of |
parﬁicipant's alleged experience of the way things are,
iﬁcluding for some, éod, world, self and human living iﬁ the

light of them, articulated within the context of a particular

religious. tradition in subject-related terms.28

3.12 The Scandal of a Hermeneutics of Signs

In stre;sing the cognitive“importanceipf'judgements
of the significance of our experienéé and the sort of under-
standing that is appropriate for them, I do not mean to imply
£hat the justification of these judgements on the ground of an
appeal to an alleged religious experience is either straight-
férward or rouﬁine. A; is we}l known, participants, quiﬁe

naturally, regard these judgements as convincing. But, of course,

there is a great range of possible interpretations, conflicting
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theological or a-theplogical contexts, and experiences susceptible
of religious or non-religious interpretation, available. Eveh

so, I suggest that addressing the question of truth in religion

by attempting to cdmply with a reguest by believers, that their
interpretation or judgement of the significance of their
_experience be considered as a serious alternative, is plausible.
It is on the.ground of such an interpretation that they - in a
process of reasoning from signs - infer“t9 the truth of

category B andﬂultimately category A theologicai beliefs.
Neve;theless, however promising such a proposalzmay
appear, it conffgnts a defect that many philosophers would
consider crippling. The examination of Heimbeck's discussion
of the logic of foﬁndational category B theological assertions
revealed that these are inferred in a process of .reasoning
from signs. These signs are drawn from experiences and phenomena
that are constituted as a sign-cluster presupposing the ponte#t
proﬁided by a particular reiigious faith and its cumulative
historical tradition. Such a contex£ is itgelf shaped for each
Qf the different religious traditions by formative judgements
of significahce. For participants, these judgements are
descriptions that articulate the meaning of their experience of
things in subject-related terms. It is'in the context provided

by such judgements that participénts structure the rest of

their experience into a meaningful whole.
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But it is the discovery of the context-dependent
character of any reasoning from‘signs in theology ‘that seems
to generate an 1mpasse for even the most sympathetlc critic.
For example, it appears that just as part of the content of
the judgement of significance involved in Christian religious
faith affirms a scandal of specific Divine actions, sO also
the project of justifying theological beliefs by reasoning
from signs seems to precipitate a scandal To select one
formulation of it, the Christian scandal consists in the afflr-
mation of a fully incarnate God.who willingly dies for believers
of all peoples or perhans\Petter, fer all people regardless
of belief or unbelief.29 Similarly, the scandal af#irmed by
the critique of the truth of theological beliefs conducted in
theology 1is that.it can be performed only in and for parti-
cipants of a particular religious faith thepselves.

‘To appreciate the full force of this problem, it
is worth consideting more carefully a certain peculiarity
about the task of develoning an account of the justification
of theological beliefs by a reflection on the interpretation
of experiences and phenomena construed as signs bearing a
religious *significance as here understoed. This task, that
I refer to as a hermeneutics of signs, is a version of the-
critique of the truth of theological beliefs. But unlike
either version of the critique of truth discussed aboqe-in

section 1.2, this critique alone is internal. It does not
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evéluate the truth or falsity of theological beliefs from a
standpoint externél to them nor does it use a gtandard of
evaluation that islforeignito'their content. A& hermeneutics
of signs takes seriouély the requirement that emerged from
thé.crifique of Heimbeck's proposal concerniﬁg the 'verification
of category B theological qssertions. This requiremeht, dis-
cussed at length in section 3.11, is that for the verification
of justification. of theological be;iefs, the source of the
‘criteria for a correct or right interpretation of signs is
founqed in each religious tradi%}on upon judgements of the
significance'of an alleged experience of God or Ultimate
Reality. The process of justification presupposes as the norm
for its success, an openness at least to the possibility of
sﬁch an experiencé_and the response to it that is a ﬁ;ith
involving jﬁdgements of significance whose meaning we are
trying to understand more fﬁlly by recourse to theological
beliefs. One of the central tasks of a Christian hermeneutics
of signs is to discern those conditions that make posSibie a
“correct interpretation of the signs from which theological
f”beliefs may “be inferfed and their meaning clarified. But
these conditions themselves are determined by reflectibg and

within the context provided by judgements of significance

articulated in terms of the central symbol of Jesus Christ
‘ 30

that is formative for Christian religious faith.

-
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- .
The implication of such a situation should now be

-

obvious. To undertake a hermeneutics of signs at all requires

that the structure and judgements'of significance of the

Christian, and mutatis mutandis, those of other faiths, are

presupposed and shared by critics themselves. In particular,

if philosophers are to avoid distorting the subject-matter

under investigation, they must first adknowledge that the

Christian, rightly or wfonglyq understands and lives his faith

as an abeolute and exclusive certainty that is not totally

conditioned either by other systems of thought or by social

and psychological factors.3l
To explain, this certainty is absolute inasmuch as

it constitutes the foundation beth for his beliefs and his

way of life because his faith, if genuine, is fundamentally

a response to an initiative he considers to have been under-

taken by God on his behalf. Frmea Chgistian participant's

perspective, it is qu who has communicated that and who He

is through signs. Furthermore, for the Christian, it is God

who has demonstrated to human beings how it is that they ought

to.live their lives so as to accomplish themselves fully *as

created beings by giving to man a concrete exemplar of

Himself in the person of Jesus Christ. This certainty is

exclusive because this initiative is understood by a

Christian as the introduction and establishment of meaning

in the world before which all other meanings pale in
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comparlson. As Nicholas Wolterstorff succinectly put lt,
étrlstlans consider themselves called out "to share:in the ‘work:
of being witness, agent and evidencé of God's,work oﬁ renewal.
.s such, "tte members of God's people wou ¢ titute them-
Zelves a band of dlsc1ples of Jesus Christ. Foruit was He who

was the pr1nc1pal witness, the decisive agent, the one who gave

the most lucid evidence."32 It is a reflection conducted from™

withinm this perspective that I intend when I maintain that a

hermeneutics of signs, as a critique of the truth of theo-
logical beliefs, can be performed only by those participants
who censider themselves to live bypfaith in communion with
God.. - . €
Now a skeptic and even a sympathetic critic may well
wonder, if this be the aim, structure and presuppositions of
the critiqgue of truth as pertormed under the title of a
hermeneutics of signs, how can_thisfeffort be congtrued as
critical? 1Is net the real result of the discussion thus far
simplyjthat, as a skeptic suspected and a sympathetic critic
feared, a religious faith, in its judgements of significance and

theoldg;cal beliefs and practices is, after all, inimical to
{ :

any’and all critique? As Nielsen, for instance, recently put

it for the critical observer, "though manifestations of

religious ‘faith are open to the scrutiny of reason, it appears
at least, that religious faith is not...open to such scrutiny

and possible rejection:"33
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I think it is important that it be recognized by
.participahts and critical observers alike'that though these
questlons have merlt, they are yet partly misdirected. The
’crlthue of truth as conducted. in a hermeneutics of signs is
.critically indispen51ble for the life of a religious faith.

1

In a Christian context for instance, among other -things, it

is a critique of aQX%fiiffurse about God intended to render

it more adequate to what 1t is about. As a faith in One who

is trahscendent; for example, qgeﬂpf its tasks is to criticize
" all the expréssions of faith, whether these be expressed in
creed, dogma, liturgy or ritual including its own. It is
undertaken by theologians and reflective believers generally

in order to prevent the identification of God with these

finite and inevitably human'expressions. "An intefpretation
which, wherever it:is complete, constitutes a reduction of

God simply to the status of havingga functien in a

believer's life.’ In addition, it is also'an attempt ‘to express
the message aliegedly experienced andlCOmmunicated in faith

as a response in a discourse.that is ot at least aspires to

be universal. This ongoing task is undertaken as a consequence
of the particalarity or situatedness ef all human discourse.
This particularity of courae, is' most readily'maﬁifest'
wherever othe;s fail to understand;the believer.

" Hence, when I speak of asse551ng the truth of the

beliefs which are founded upon judgementS'of the 51gn1f1cance
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of their experiénce, I do not mean that through the succéssful
execution of this critique, the theologian can expect to
establish their truth conclusively. Ingtead, a theologian as
a participant, refers to ana refiects upon the signiﬁicanée
"of the liberating experience of God as manifested in any of
the aforementioned shapes religious experience. has and does
assume, as recorded‘within the tumulative historical tradition
.oflhis'faith. In so doing, he attempts fg demonstrate -

in éetail and maintain thereby the purity of the various
expressions of his faith, by clarifying the implications of

that significance for our understanding of God.

For example, as the condition sine gua non for any
and all producing, God is not to be confused, much less iden-
tified with the human products, be these concepts, avowals,
beliefs, definitions, that believers ténd to preserve,
transmit, create or exploit in order to give expression to
their faith and affiéulate its'meaning. 1f one could verify
the truth of any one set of human eﬁpressions, such as the
assertion of a particular constellation of theological propo-
sitions, this would destroy the religious faith they mediate.

r

Again, referriﬁg to a Christian context, of course, for
participants who perform thisicritique{ their faith, as
lived; is experienced and judged by them as a response to a
gift freely given. In appropriating it into their lives they

or perhaps .the best of them, are enabled to make of themselves
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a gift in love for their neighbour. Conclusive demonstration
of any of this would destroy the gratuitousness, freedom . and
consequent risk that genuine faith is. From this perspective
it is hardly surprising that believers might consider such a
coercive demonstration to be impossible and undesireable in
any case.

Hence, strictly speaking, the gesture of religious
faith and a hermeneuties of signs do not preclude the
possibility of critique. The task of assessing the adequacy
and truth of the theologicai beliefs advanced in the context
of formative judgéments of significance, whether these latter:
are.obtained aé a consequence of personal ;eligious experience
or the experience of apparent design in Ehe physical universe
or in the experiences of the first witnesses reco?ded ing the
historical tradition, is performed within Christian religioﬁs
faith by reflective believers generally and by theologians
in particular.34 -

Nevertheless, the questions posed by a skeptic or a

sympathetic critic are only partly and not completely'mis—

directed. After all, though it may be granted that a case can

be made for the importance of this sort of critique of truth

U

within the life of a particular religious faith, it’is the

rationality, if not the intelligibility, of this critique

that is assumed by the believer who performs it. ‘Furthermore,
if philosophical reflection is to be restricted to the analysis

of the practice of this critique, some philosophers may
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consider that they are committed unjustifiably to é positive
gnswer regardihg the legitimacy of this assﬁmption. It is
precisely this assumption that a skeptic, as an observer of
religious experience and faith, is not prepared to allow. As
we have seen, a hermeneutics of signs is conducted by parti-
cipants only within the circle of a particular faith and its
religious tradition. Thus, the suspicion may persist that the
conclusions of reasoning from signs in theology are stil; not
legitimate candidates for truth or falsity because they are
grounded upon a preferred interpretation of the meaning of
their experience.

To make‘the character of this suspicion explicit; I
note that it is a suspicion that if the interpretation of their
experience as a sign is éectarian or affected by particularity
due to the interpreter's membership in a theclogical tradition,
then theological language and the beliefs it expresses may
manifest also a preference that is not inépired by a desire
for the truth. Rather it may be inspired from other and perhaps
more unsavoury motives. A corollary to this suspicio®that has
assumed many well known fgrms is the suggestion that believers
who use religious discoﬁrse afe really misleading themselves
and others, however unconsciously, by eiaborating an illusory
"woria view" perhaps in order to justify énd sustain an
inauthentic form of life.

Hence, even if a hermeneutics of signs is. successful

a
to the degree that criteria are specified that indicate how
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theologians can and rightly do judge the propriéty of rival
interpretations of these signs, this will not remove the sus-
picion thét this discourse is ideological. A skeptic, will
doubtless‘protest that any hermeneutics of signs i§ question- .
begging; if %y developing it, a believer considers that he

has addressed and resolved a skeptic's central concern that
motivated raising the question about the correct interpretation
of signs in the first place, A hostile and perhaps even a \
sympathetic critic will still question £he rationality or
justifiability of the-initial condition that the conduct Qf.this
type of critique of truth in the context bf a'pérticulér
.religious faith requires., This initial condition requires that
the performer 6f this critique must assent to stepping inf? the
circle of faith; as the traditiopa} formula expressed it, of
faith searching understanding. Conversely, it reéuires of
critical philosophers who study the conduct of this critique,
that fhey be prepared to grant minimally fhat thg'judgéments _
of significance derived from and founded upon an alleged reliéious
experience may possibly be true. But some critics‘ﬁill no£ be
impressed by the assurance thét within the context provided by
a partigqular religious faith and its formative judgemehts of
significance,’there are means available for determining

" rationally justifiable conclusions.regarding the truth or
falsity of particular theological beliefs, They méy not bhe

impressed, I contend, unless such critics are assured that in

.Stepping into this circleyw even where they confine their
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attention to the analysis of the kind of reasoning occurring
here, they are not stepping fhereby into, a circle of illusion.

| Before proposing a strategy for dealing with this
objection, two points about the sort éf suspicion that qiﬁ be
entertained here are important.. First this sort of skeptical
suspicion is not at all couched in-terms of a‘critique of the
cognitive meaningfulness of theological sentences. The sﬁb—
stance of this objeéction is more fundamental because it is
unambiguously epiétemological. It does not appeaI-to the
validity df any particular.theory of cognitive meaning. Instead,
it maintains that fundamental theological beliefs about God are
not justified independently of the context of a particular
religious faith, its judgements of significancé and its cumu--
lative historical tradition. But unless these theological
beliefslcan be so justified, it is alleged that we cannot be
assuréd that the context in which they are embedded as a whole
is not ideo;ogical.‘ . P

Secéna, neﬁe;theless, this sort of skeptical sﬁspicion

_;s similar in certain impBrtant respects to the skepticism of
éognitive meaningfulne%s. In particular, it is another version
of a general meta—thedlogical sk epticism. It is meta-theological
because it is not a denial of the truth of any particular
theological belief or‘sysﬁem of theological beliefs. It is
directed againét the very possibility of thé justification of
theological beliefs without reference to other religious and

theological presuppositions. It is general because, although
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T have introduced it in terms of a skepticism about the justifi-
ability of theological beliefs about God, it can in fact be
‘raised against the possibility of justifyihg the beliefs |
implied in the judgements of significance‘involved in and for-
mative for any religious faith. Again, against the project of
justifyiﬁg theological beliefs in a hermeneutics of signs
whether Christian, Jewish, Moslem, Buddhiét, Hindu and so on, ’
the second version of meta-theological skepticism poses the
following challenge. If the truth of particular theoclogical
beliefs cannot be rationally justified independently of the
con£ext of a particular faith and its attendant judgements of
.significance, how can the believer demonstrate that those ijudge-~
ments of significanée are not really the expression of a pre-

ferred interpretation of his experience construed mistakenly

by him as religious signs that in fact really serve needs,

interests or ends other than the pursuit of the truth?35

3.13 Questioning the Framework - A Strategy

O
Thus far I have been pursuing the implications of the

suggestion exploited by many analytic philoéophers of religion
for the conduct éf philosophical reflection on the practice of
a feligious faith. In general, it_is characteristic of this
apprdacﬁ that the appropriate startihg—point for interpreting
and understanding religious faith and experiénce is to inves-

tigate it as it comes to expfegsion in language. This project
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consists in thé analysis of the "logic of religious and theo-
logical language," developed within the context of a critique
of the coénitive meaningfulness of this 1angﬁage. But, as I
hidve argued, the conduct of this reflection has issued in yet
ancther agé more powerful version of ﬁeta~theological skepticism.
This second version of meta-theological skepticism doés not
contend that religious and theolpgical language is ccgnitively
meaningless. This second veréion acknowledges that some
religious and theological peliefs ére in principle empirically
falsifiable, But these beliefs are still invalid because
these beliefs are not rationally jﬁstifiable except in a coﬂ—
text provided by a particular religious faith and its cumula--.
tive historical tradition.

The second Qersion af mgta—theological skepticism b
arises as a consequehce of cerpain results of a provisional
attempt to make progress with reflectidn_on the gquestion
regarding the truth or justifiability of theological 5eliefs.
The results in gquestion concern: the discovery of the context-
dependent character'of-feasoning from phenomena and experiences
construed as signs in théology by whigp the justification of
particular religious and theologicdl beliefs is accomplished,
Skeptical suspicion is aroused because the context in which
this critique of the truth of theological beliefs is conducted
ig i;self shaped by or presupposes. an initiai judgement of the

significance of a believer's experience of things and situations.
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Judgeménts'of significance are descriptions of the meaning of
our experience of things and situations offered in subjecté
relatedt%erms. Moreqver, it is judgements of the significance
of experience rather than category A or B theclogical beliefs
that constitute, ;f anything does, the experiential anchor gf

a particular religious faith.

In addition, I have also argued that to accept the
context-dependent character of the justification of theological
beliefs implies the acceptance of an importént condition for
conducting a frﬁitful réflecgigiggn the quesﬁion of truth in
re%igion. This condition is that philosophers of religion,
interested in this issue, be prepared to consider seriously a
participant's understanding cof the signiﬁicance of the alleged
experiences they judge formative of thei% particular religious
~faith. Again, I stress that this condition does not implyrthat
a philosopher must accept or even assent to any particular
expression of £hat understanding, however theologiéally ramified
it may be. Nor does this condition imply that a philosoéher
must assume that an-alleged'religioﬁs e{Perience affords those
‘believers who consider fhemSeives to have enjoyed it, wi;ﬁ a
sélf—authenticating knowledge of God, Brahman, Ultimate Reality - .

36 This contention does imply that a phiiosopher

or what have you,
is prepared to abandon any presuppositions or perspective that
makes it impossible for him or her to acknowledge or entertain

minimally, the possible validity of a judgement of the religious

-
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significance of certain alleged expériences at least.for parti- -
cipant; of this practice. The condition, that is a requesg
"to consider seriously a participant's understanding of fhe
significance of his exéerience"-means ﬁhat a philosopher is
prepared to entertain the possibility that thege judgemehtg'of
significance may be true.’

Lest there bé-any doubt{ to accept these preliminary
results raises some véry formidable and perplexing issues both
fér participants in a particular religious faitb and critical

observers concerned with the gquestion of truth in religion.
L 4

Two issues are readily apparent. First, for Christians for

example, the certain of living in a relationship with God in

and through Jesus Ghrist is affirmed in the face of unbelief
which on its own is\capable of treating this judgement of
significance and th¢ alleged experiencés upon which it is

founded, so as to deny the reality of any such involvement.

Second, prima-facie at least, the other great religiousutradi—
tions provide ample evidence of the fact that réligious exper-
ience is quite capable of fostering and sustaining a vériety

of rival judgements of significance that are no less formative
for their barticipanté. If the question of the truth or justi-
fication of religious and theological beliefs is legitimately
on the agenda for philosophical reflection, then the manifest
plurality of "religious truths" and the stance of unbelief that

would protegt the alleged religious import of any such Jjudge-

ments of significance cannot be ignored.
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Perhaps the following may bé conceded. A discussion

of the features of jddgements of significance présupposed in
the éonduct of a hermeneutics of signs within theoldgy and the
clariﬁication of the sense in which a participant's under-
standing of his religious faith and experiiiiiféﬁg/important
aspects involved in a reflection upon the question of truth in
religion. This discussion and clarification has the merit of
directing our attention towards the sources in experience from
which, for partiéipants, signs are drawn in orderqto infer to
the truth of particular theoldgical beliefs. Nevertheless, as
I have said, this attention once focused, cannot help but
expose the element of céntingency or particularity ineluctably
involved iﬁ both the understanding and evaluation of theological
beliefs. After all, if pa;ticular theological beliefs are
‘justifiable only within the ébntext‘of a particular reliéiéus
faith and-its judgements of significance, many philosophers
may ;till suspect the importance or need to consider seriously
a pafticipant'slunderstanding of his faith and experience :
construed as a cdﬁdition for a reflection on the question of
truth in religion. They may suspect it as an illegitimate
immunizing strategém because this condition appears to com-
promise unduly the critical posture requisite for a philosopher
of religion. In addition, if the second veréion'of meta-
theological skepticism that articulates this sﬁspicion is a

valid objection, like the first version of meta-theological
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skepticism, it would effectively block the need or point gf
reflecﬁion on a strategy for dealing with the difficult issues
a serious consideration of the question of truth in religion
raises., | ) -

£ submit that difficult and perplexing-as‘these latter
issues are, reflection on the question of truth within and as °
we can now see also among religions deserves to be addressed.
Certainly, there have been a few isolated steps taken by some
philosophers of religion among others, in the direction of what
might be referred to as a "comparative philosophy of religion."37
Valuable and exciting as these contributions are and regardless
of initial successes at "dialoguing", "encountering" and the
like among,partiéipants of different religious faiths, I con-=
tend that unless the presuppositions of both versions of meta~
theological skepticism are recognized, criticiied and abandoned
these efforts will not be accorded the attention they deserve,
This is because hostile and even sympathetic critics who reflect
upon it.may as yet remain unconvinced that this work addresses

the logically prior and for them central, issue., This logically
. -

prior issue centres on the, suspicion that is aroused once the

context-dependent character of the question of truth or jug;i-

fication in religion is acknowledged. Philosophers profess
to be neutral in their reflection regarding any particular
religious faith. But how can they be assured that, even

in restricting their attention to the analysis of the
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kind of reasoniné used by participants who conduct a hermeneutics
of signs in theology, they, are not stepping into a circle of
illusion?

| Meta-theological skepticism does articulate a radical
suspicion., In either version, this suspicion is directed‘
against the legitimacy of the very project of seeking to
justify paré?bular theological beliefs and judgements of
significance involved in a religioys faith by means of a
hermeneutics of signs. In addition, either version poses a
serious challenge militating against the very project of
seeking to resolve or ameliorate the differences among rival
judgements of significance characteristic of different religious
faiths, however ecumenically inspired these efforts are. Hence,
in the service of removing obstacles in the way of cultivatiné
a serious study of these issues, in the ensuing chapters I will
undertake a critigue of both versions of ﬁeta-theological
skepticism from a different angle. As the suspicion articulated
by meta-theological skepticism is radical, I think it calls for
e.redieal solution. Hence, as the title of this section indi-
catesi I propose to offer a cFitique of meta-theological
skepticism that places in queetion the epistemological frame-
work both verSLOns of it presuppose. In other words, I propose

that the most effective strategy for dealing with the general

suspicion meta-theological skepticism articulates is to argue

that it can and should be out-flanked. It can and should be
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put—fianked by gfiFicizing the presupposiéions that together
form the horizon‘or perspective ih which it is developed and.
to which it owes its plausibility.

To explain, the strategy I éropose.is not a direct -
response to meta-theological skeptical suspicion. Rather'it
is n attempt to dissolve it by undermining its presuppositions.
As is'‘now clear, it is possible to distinguish two versions of
meta-theological skepticism. The first version is couched
explicitly in terms of a theory of cognitive meaning for sen=~
tences; According to this version it is alleged that putative
religious and rtheological assertions are invalid because they
violate the requisite conditions of cbgnitive meaningfulness.
Hence, these sentences cannot be usea legitimately to express
genuine assertions and so cannot be considered as legitimate
* candidates fof truth or falsity. The second version of meta-
theological skepticism is more fundamental. It is more funda-
mentél because it does not invoke any particular theory %g
cbgnitive meaning. As such this version is unaffected by
Heimbebk's‘counter—critique that exposes the confusions latent
in the "checkability“ theory of meaning the first version of
_meta—theologicaf skepticism involves. The second version
quéstions the context-dependent character of the structure of
the,iEEE;;;;ation.Sf theological beliefs in a process of
reasoning from signs in theolegy. It maintains that theological

beliefs cannot be considered rationally justifiable becausé%
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they.éaﬁnot‘be justifl d indépendentlx of the contéxt afforded
by a p§r£icula_irelig ous faiLh,;its judgements of significance
énd its cumu&l ive historical tradition. In‘other words,
theological ‘beliefs are not fationally‘justifiable because the
manner in which they are allegedly justified violates certain

conditions alleged to be characteristic of the justification

- of our beliefs génerally. Hence, these beliefs cannot be con-

sidered as legitimate candidates for truth or falsity.

T

-

Both versions of meta—theological skepticism also
share éertain common features. The first type invokes general
conditiops about .cognitive meaning for seﬁtences, while the
second invokes no less. general conditions about. the structure

of the justification of our beliefs generally; Both versions

‘assume that theological sentences oOr theological beliefs must

satisfy these sets of conditions if they are to be considered
as legitimate candidates for truth or falsity. In addition,

both versions assume that the cognitive meaning of theological

sentences or the structure of justification of theological

beliefs must repose on epistemologically basic or foundational
claims. It is these claims that are identified according. to
the conditions both versions invoke. But in what follows, I

will argue that the project of articulating and defending such

conditions, upon”which'the_validiﬁy ‘of either version of meta-

_theological skepticism depends, is itself mistaken. It is

~

mistaken because this project presupposes the tacit acceptance

of a powerful and widespread eggétemological theory about the’

R v
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justification of any alleged claims to knowledge in general and
‘any alleéed’claims to religious knowledge in particular. This
epistemological theory, I refer to as “foundationalism". As I.
will explain in greater detail below, fﬁundationalism is a
normative theory about the nature and structure of theijusti—
ficatioh of our beliefs regardless of‘particular contexts of
~inquiry.

The structure of the argument to be explicated and
defended in the balance of this thesis is as follows: 1 argue,
first that this foundationalist epistemological theory sustains
a widespread view about the nature of feligioﬁs belief and the
strategy to be pursued in philosqphical reflectioﬁ Lpon it, |
Second, I argue that £hi§ théory.of the structure of the justi-
fication of our beliefs is mistaken. I have already protided'
grounds for rejecting the first version of meta—theolOgical
skepticism in section 1.4. Even so, thira, I will -show that
and how both versions of metq-theologiéal sk epticism presuppose
a commitment to a foundationalist theory of justification.
Hence, if this general theory of justification is mistaken then
so also in particular, is the second version of meta-theological
skepticism thét presupposes it, mistaken.

In other words, contrary to what many philosophers
_might suppose, it is not a defect, crippling OE otherwise, to
hold that the project of justifying the truth of particular ™

theological beliefs in a process of reasoning from signs pre-

supposes the truth of formative judgements of significance
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involﬁed in a particular religious faith. The suspicion that
it must be a defect is itself not raﬁionally warranted. Hence,
it is in this fashion phat the first reading offered above for
construing the import of the discovefy of the context-dependent
character of the jﬁstification of theological beliefs as. this
bears on the question of truth in religion is defended. In.a
word, the question about the truth of religious and theological
beliefs turns upon the éympathetic‘discussion, understanding and
assessment of rival judgements of the significance of parti-
cipants alleged religious experiencg. It is a defense designed
to remove the last rémaining stumbling-block thataofherw;se
threatens to prevent us from_carrying further the development

of a philosophy of religion oriented towards a reflectioﬂ upon

the question of truth in and among religions.
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Notes: Chapter 3

Tt is more fundamental and far-reaching in this respect.

A successful counter-critique of meta-theological skepticism
articulated in terms of a theory of cognitive meaning leaves
untouched any version of meta-theological skepticism that is
couched in terms of a theory of the justification of our
beliefs.

This division of the types of religious experience is not
meant to be exhaustive. It is meant only to illustrate that
the sources from which signs may be drawn in the project of
conducting a he;meneutics of signs in theology are different.

Among the different religious traditions not all the sources
of signs are equally fundamental in inferences accomplished
in theology. For example, for the Christian faith, unlike
the Hindu or Buddhist faiths, it is signs drawn from "sacred
history" that have tended to provide the categories for
interpreting and rendering intelligible personal religious
experience and the experience of apparent design in the
physical universe. )

This project would require the development of theories of
the interpretation of signs within specific religious
traditions. For one such theory see Paul Ricoeur, Inter-

_pretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning,

(Fort Worth: Christian University Press, 1976). For a
study of some of the theological and philosophical issues
involved, see Daniel Patte, What is Structural Exegesis,
(Philedelphia: Fortress Press, 1975) and Davigd C.. Hoy,
The Critical Circle, (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1978), respectively.

Peter Slater, The Dynamics of Religion, (New York: Harper
and Row, 1978),.p. 34.

Hans Kung, On Being a Christian, tr. by Edward Quinn,
(Glasgow: Collins, 1978), pp. 123, 124-126. Compare also
Leslie Houlden, "The Creed of Experience”, in John Hick,
ed., The Myth of God Incarnate, (London: SCM Press, 1977),
p. 125. Commenting on the authors of the Gospels he writes,
"all (except James?) unite in seeing Christ as the key that
unlocks all doors where God is concerned, the clue to the
discovery of all secrets. And we can sketch a shared back-
ground within whose terms they all expressed those great
dominating convictions." .Nevertheless as Francis Young
notes in the same volume, this unity should not blind us

D
\




147

to the important fact that in confessing, "In Jesus Christ

I perceive something of God', a confession that lies at the
heart of Christian belief, and /that/ sums up the common

mind of the faithful., Yet, as a_ matter of fact, Christian
believers have experienced and understood this confession

in more than one way." Francis Young, "A 'Cloud of Witnesses,"
pP. 13% -

In addition to the work of -Nygren and Phillips cited there,
I have in mind also Donald Evans, The Logic of Self-
Involvement, {(London: SCM Press, 1963}, William A. _

" Christian, Meaning and Truth in Religion, (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1964) and Peter Winch, "Under-
standing a Primitive Society", in Bryan Wilson ed.,’
Rationality, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1870),

pp. 78 - 1l1ll. : "

. The relevant texts for this exchange are Benolt Garceau,

"On Dining With the Meta-Theological Sceptic: Comments on
Nielsen's Position", in Mostafa Fagfouyy ed., Analytical
Philosophy of Religion in Canada, (Ottdwa: University of
Ottawa Press, 1982), pp. 125 - 137 and Kai Nielsen, ,
"Skepticism and Belief: A Reply to Benolt Garceau." Both
texts were read before the Canadian Philosophical Association
in June 1982. References to Nielsen's response are obtained
from an unpublished draft of his argicle presented at this
meeting and kindly provided by Benolt Garceau.

Kai Nielsen summarizes Garceau's three rules as follows:
"1) whatever is publicly observable about religion must be open
to the various canons of critical reason. 2) There is a duty
on the part of those who engage in serious discussion of
religious matters,. skeptics as well as believers, to con-

fess'the anthropological particularity of their reason'.

3) 'The manifestations of religion are an inadequate means
for understanding religious faith", (emphasis Garceau's),

. unpublished draft p. 3. For Garceau's discussion of his
own rules see, "On Dining with the Meta-Theological Sceptic"
in Mostafa Fagfoury ed., Analytical Philosophy of Religion

'lg Canada, pp. 128 - 13l.

Nielsen, ibid., pp. 3 - 4, &, 6.
Ibid., p. 4. . .

Ibid., pp. 5 - 6.

Ibidc;'p. 5..'

al

Ninian Smart, "Understanding Religious Experience", in
Steven Katz ed., Mysticism and Philosophical Analysis,
(London: Sheldon Press, 1978), pp. 10 - 2L.

-—

-
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15. Donald Evans, MAuthenticity and Truth in Religion", un-
published draft, p. 1. This paper was read before the
Canadian Philosophical Asscciation, June 1982,

16. In conversation with Garceau he indicated that he was quite
surprised that Nielsen construed his "off-the;dﬁ?g“ remark
quoted above in this way because he did not intend any
substantive figdeistic thesis by it. .

17. Charles Taylor, "Understanding in Human Science", Review of
Metaphysics, 34(1980), pp. 25 - 38.

Iy

18. .Taylor, ibid., p. 31.
19. Ibid., p. 37. ( -
20. Nielsen, op. cit., pp. 9, 12.

2l. 'Taylor, op. cit., p. 34. "Religious" in square brackets is
my addition. ' : '

22, Garceau, op. cit., p. 134.

23. Ibid., p. 131.

24. Mid., p. 134.

25. Peter Slater, The Dynamics of Religion, p. 34. He continues,
in this passage to note that, "what engages the emotions,
concentrates attention and invites reflection is not initially

some esoteric .reality whose very existence may be called in
‘gquestion.” ) -

' 26. Peter Donovan, Interpreting Religious Experiepce, (London:
She®don Press, 1979), p. 82. . :

27. - Donovan, ibid., pp. -31, 28.

28. For a similar view of the "experiential dimension of
religious faith" that seeks to avoid the error of iden-
tifying "this experiential dimension with mental states
or-attitudes which are divorced from one's being in the
world, one's behaviour, thoughts and beliefs", see Eugene
T. Long ed., Experience,Reason and God, (Washington, D.C.:
Catholic University of America Press, 1980), pp. 2 - 3.

£@9. For example, speaking of what he considers to be the amazing
s aspect of the Incarnation in the context in which it was
first witnessed, Huston Smith remarks,
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... We usually assume that its most startling
claim concerns Jesus. That the son of a Jewish
carpenter is to be identified with God - what
could be more fantastic than this? Actually,
however, the Greeks and Romans who heard the

" doctrine were astounded by its other side; it
was what the Incarnation asserted about God
that ‘they found disturbing. The thbught that
God might walk the earth in human form was not
foreign to their thinking, but that he would
voluntarily suffer for man's sake - this was
thé lncredlble part of the Christian claim.

A God willing to proceed unmajestically,
‘strength willing to become weakness, goodness

. good enough to be unmindful of its own repute,

" love plenteous enough to give and ask not for

'L,,return - the revolutionary feature of the Christ-
‘claim was not what it claimed for Jesus, but
what it claimed about God.
Huston Smith, The Religions of Man, (New York: Harper
& Row, 1958), pp. 326 - 327. . ¢

Three recent examples of studies I would include under *he
rubric of a hermeneutics of signs in theology are the works
of Hans Kung, Does God Exist?, tr. by Edward Quinn, (New
York: Doubleday, 1980}, Bernard J. Lonergan, S$.J.,.The
Philosophy of God and Theology, (Philadelphia: Westminster,
1973) and Karl Rahner, S.J., Foundations of Christian Faith,
(New York: Seabury Press, 1978). In differing ways each

of these works try to provide an account of the "reasonable-
ness of Christian faith". As McCool puts it, each is a
"fundamental theology, a reflection made within faith and
directed to the believer." Gerald A. McCool, "How -Can There
Be Such a Thing as a Christian Philosophy?" in Philosophical
Knowledge, ed., John B. Brough, Daniel 0. Dahlstrom and

" Henry B. Veatch, (Washington: Cathollc University of Amerlca,
~1980), p. 133.

Certainly any. human formulation of a participant's under-
standing of the significance of his. faith and experience
is partially conditioned by these factors. In this respect,
any attempt to make further progress with the question of
the justifiability of religious and theological beliefs that
ignores the contributions of studies of religious faith and
belief offered by phenomenologists, comparative historians,
anthropologists, psychologists and sociologists does so at
its peril. Nevertheless, for a part1c1pant his faith %s —
also ultimately and over-ridingly conditioned by his -
relation with God. I note that however much the actual
. . g
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performance of a hermeneutics of signs in theology may

require involvement in a particular religious faith, it / o
seems to me to be equally clear that this requirement is ’\j
not necessary for a philosophical reflection on the sort

of reasoning at work in this context. For a brief survey

of "other approaches to religious faith and belief and their
potential contributions, see Richard E. Creel, Religion and

Doubt, (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1977),

pp. 6 - 27. - '

Nicholas Wolterstorff, Reason Within the Bounds of Religion,
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: W.B. Erdmann’'s, 1976), p. 69.

Kai Nielsen, "Skepticism and Belief: A Reply to BenoTt
Garceau," p. 5.

r

-

I think that subsiantially the same remarks, though couched

in a different idiom in terms of different judgements of

significance. but serving similar interests, ,could be made
regardlng the importance, role and tasks of a hermeneutics.
of signs for other religious faiths. But this proposal
does not warrant the conclusion, however ecumenically
inspired, that all faiths are one and only traditions an

g

" communities are many. Whether such a hypothesis is true

is an open guestion. .As Slater cautions, this conclusion

may come dangerously close to forgetting that for the

faithful, "The centering points in religious thinking are )
not the end states as such. Nirvana, life as an Immortal : o
or whatever. Nor are they the powers which epitomize those
states or our means of achieving them - God, Brahman, 'Virtue',
(I.e.) and the like...The central symbol is the occasion

either for following the traditional way or departing from

"it. It is not an optional extra in the repertoire of either

believers or unbelievers." The fact that a faith involves
différent judgements of significance articulated by means
and in terms of different central symbols is not or may not
be incidental for understanding what sort of faith it is.
Peter Slater, The Dynamics of Religion, p. 35. '

As is now clear, not all versions of meta-theological
skEpt1c1sm involve recourse to a theory of cognitive
meaning. Hence as I noted above in Note 1, this second
version is quite unaffected by the fate of those other
versions that do involve a theory of cognlthe meaning.

As such, it requires and deserves a study in its own
right.

T will returnyio the qﬁestion of the possibility of a

"self-authenticating” knowledge of God below in section:
6.24. :

o
+
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See, for example, Ninian Smart, Reasons and Faiths,
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1958), and his World
Religions: A Dialogue, (Harmondsworth England: Penguin,
1966), John Hick ed., Truth and Dialogue, (London: Sheldon
Press, 1974), and his God Has Many- -Names, (London:
Macmillan, 1980), William A. Christian, Oppositions Amoqg
Religious Doctrines, {(London: Macmillan, 1972), Wilfred C.
Smith, Questions of Religious Truth, (New York: Charles
Scribner's Sons, 1967) and his Towards World Theology, .
(Philadelphia: Westminister Press, 1981), and Peter Slater,
The Dynamics of Religion. ' : ‘

-



Chapter 4: ‘Foundationalism and Analytic Philosophy of Religion a&ﬂh

e

4.14 Two Theories of Justification RS

Whetheﬁﬂmeta—theqlogical skepticism is couched in

_terms of a theor& of cognitive meaning or in terms of a theory

]
-~

of rational justification, it poses a serious challenge for
those interested in purshing the question of truth in and among
religions. It does so because both versions of meta-theological
skepticism manifest a radical suspicion to the effect that thére N
is really no point to considering the question of the truth of
theclogical beliefs because theological sentequs or theological
beliefs, on various grounds, are not legitimate candidates for
truth or falsity. This view dependé upon a strategy that con-
sists in the elaboration and defense of various alleged con-
ditions of cognitive meaning b; various %lleged conditions
of rational justification.. In tﬁe courselof this type of
critique, these conditions are invoked in order to explain
why it is that theplogical sentences or beliefs cannot be con-
sidered as legitimate candidates for truth or falsity.

To effectively circumvent this challenge, I have

proposed a counter-critique of the epistemological’ framework

both versions of meta-theological skeptibiém presuppose. I
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think that this framework is provided.by a powerful epistem-
ological theory'about the structure of Ehe justification of our
beliefs génerally, I submit that it ise this foundationalist
persPeEtive that lies at the root of the meta-theological
skepticel strategy. Moreover, if this foundationalist theoty
is mistaken, then this strategy and the challenge it sustains
wiil be shown to be unwarranted.

But before entering updﬁ the detail of a critique of
foundagionalism in recent analytic philosoéhy of religion, a
few remarks about the plaee of the ensuing discﬁssion ﬁithin
the wider context of recent philosophical debates may prove
helpful. Cornelius F. Delaeey's comment in the introduction
of his collection, Rationality and Reljgious Belief, is a

*

useful starting-point. He writes:

When the issue of the rationality of religious
belief is raised, very often the meaning of
'rationality' is assumed to be fixed and un-
problematic and suitable as it stands as a
measuring rod vis-a-vis religious belief. The
papers in this volume call this simplistic
strategy into question. Together they

exhibit the fact that our specific question
about the rationality of religious belief
should be seen to be as much about ratlonallty

as about religion.
Clearly Delaney is explicitly concerned with the meaning of
the concept of "rationality“ as this ie presﬁpposed in die}
_cussions of "the ratlonallty of religious beliefs" Nonetheless,

I thlnk that the same comment can also bg made regarding the

related issue of the ]ustlflablllty of religious and theological- N
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beliefs. Stated sharply, what I consider to be amiss in both
versions of.meta~theplo§ical'skepticism has to do with views
about what it is to provide an acceptable account of the justi-
fication éf fundamental religious and theological beliefs.

To focus the concern still furtﬁer, two points merft
consideration. First, the concepts of .rationality and juéti-
fication have been and are closely linked in discussions of the
» possibility of religiouS'kﬁowledge.' Second, the issue regarding
the justifiability of theological beliefs can be construed as
itself an instance of a wider debate currently being conducted
in epistemology generally abaut the structure of the justifi-
cation of our beliefs.

To consider the first point, the connection between
the concepts of rationality and jhstification is not at all
surprising or unusual. ‘As I have indicated, foundationalism
is a normative theory about the kind of 5ustification our
beliefs require, if they are to be considered rationally
warrantéd as items of our knowledge. For“the moment, suffice
it to say that a foundationalist theory of justification
maintains that any purported knowledge consists of a hieiérchically
ofganized system of beliefs. However much individual beliefs
or clasges of beliefs within this system can be said to support
.each other, these beliefs must ultimately depend on epistem-
ologically basic or foundational beliefs. To say that a belief

is epistemologically basic or foundational in a system of beliefs
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is just to say that unlike the beliefs they support, the justi-
fication of foundational beliefs is privileged. It is privi-
leged in the sense that foundational beliefs do not require

additional justification or support from our other beliefs.

' Rather, epistemologically basic beliefs are justified directly

*
upon experience alone.

As a normative theory, or as a theory of rationai
justification, foundationalist theories also stipulate general
conditions of rationél basicality. These are conditions
or standards that indicate when we are rationally entitled
to consider tnat a beliéf qualifies as foundational or
privileged within a system of beliefs. To be rétional with
respect to our beliefs is to accept as properly basic those
beliefs that satisfy the requisite conditions and to accept
those non-basic beliefs in addition to the basic beliefs that
can be derived from them.2

But this account of the conngction Between the con-
cepts of rationality and justification_is by no means the only
general theory of rational justification available. A number
of philoséphers, dissatisfied with foundationalism, have
attempted to provide an alternative general epistemological
theory of the justification of our beliefs. This alternative
theory 1s referred to as a coﬁgrence theory of justification.

Like foundationalists, coherence theorists agree that any

purported knowledge consists of a system of -beliefs. But
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coherence theorists méintain that this\éystem consists of
mutuélly justifying beliefs‘and that these beliefs are justi-
fied to the degree that théy cohere with-;ach othgr.

On a coherence theory, ‘it is still ﬁbssible to dis-
tinguish between bésic_%zflnonﬂbasic beliefs. "However, unlike
foundationalist accouﬁts, this distinction no longer distinguishes
% set of beliefs whose justification is somehow privileged
within our system of beliefs-as a whole. Instead, this dis- b
tinction mark; ;he fact that not all of our beliefs in any
system of purported knowledge are equally fundamental or
important. In other words,.forﬂzgﬁgrenqe theorists, all of
our beliefs are open to potential revision and none are
privileged.. Nevertheiéss, it is.admitted that to abandon
some of our beliefs would generate a gréater upheavél within g\

AN

the system as a whole than would the abandonment of some of

our more peripheral beliefs. Hence, as a theory of rational,
justification, coherencg theorists hbld‘that it is ration;
acceét those beliefs that in the absence of alternative
not require far reaching re-adjustments within the system as a
whole3., *

It is in this context that the second pointlmentibned
above is relevant. Irthink;;hai current analytic philosophy of
religion would benéfit grgatlf_frdm a_careful consideration of
gome of the‘imélications of this dégafe about the structure of
the justification of our beliefs. I th;nk that this is -

2

~

-

N
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- especially true as these igplications bear on the quest%op of‘
the justifiability or rationality of fundamental theological
beliefs and the challenge posed by either versioﬁ of meta-
\ : ltﬁeological skeptic;sm.
. | So, in general; I propose to take advantage.of the
integrated character of philasophical reflection. In particular,
this means that I intend lo take cognizance of the fact that in
. . .
recent years the foundationalist theory of the strug;uré~of ;\
tﬁe‘justification df our beliefs has confronted serious
o :}Qpriticism. I argue éggt ?oundationalgsm cannot provide a
h platisible account of the justification of our beliefs. In
addition, if it is true, as I will_also argue,.that meta-
/,EﬁESE;gical skepticism presupposes this theory of justifica-
.tion, then this type of #ritique is mistaken as well. Hence,

<&
meta—theological skepticism can no longer legitimately be

question of truth in and among religions.

Thbugh my main concern is tg circumvent the threat
posed by meta-theological skeptiéIEﬁT“I note that if this argu-
ment is suc Issfﬁl, it has certain consequenc;s for the prospects
of an epi mology 5t religious and theélogical beliefs.

Clearly, j;jit is true that a foundationalist account bf the

structﬁre of the justification of our beliefs geﬁerally is

q}staken, then there is little value in-bersistipg in the view ,

<€ 3 that a foundationalist ‘account of the justification of religious
and theological ?eliefs TUSF 25 providéd. But Fh{f is not

¥

. /
_.invoked as an obstacle barring the way towards addressing the N
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because religious and theoloéical bel#fs, unlike our non-
theological beliefs cannot e rationally justified as mgta-‘_J“
theological skeptics would maintain, Rather, the diffﬁ%ﬁlties
bésetting a foundationalist account of the justification of
religious and theolégiCal beliefs are a consequence of_thé’tacit
application.of this theory of justification in this céntéxt.
These difficulties are not due to any peculiarities of religioﬁs
and theological beliefs. In other words, a successful critique

of foundationalism suggests that some non-foundationalist

account of the structure of the justification of religious

and theoLpgical beliefs may bef;ppropriate.

But, I hagten to add, fhat to say that a non-founda-

tionalist account of the stricture of the justification of

‘religious and theological beliefs may be éppropriate, does

not imply that I endorse coherentism as a general account of .
the justification of our beliefs. Indeed, no less than founda-

tionalism itself, the coherence® theory of justification has

-also confronted serious criticism in recent years.. Nonetheless,

how it is that tﬁings stand regarding the structure of the justi-
fication of our .beliefs generally, is not an issue that need

: . ‘ r
detain us.5 As I have indicated, the main objective of this

thesis is the removal of philosophical obstacles that otherwise

threaten to block the need or even the poinﬁ of considering

‘seriously the guestion regarding the truth of religious and

theological beliefs. The obstacles in guestion, consist in

> a
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the challenge posed by the two wversions of meta-theological
skepticism, To secure this objective, that requires a critiéue
of foundationalism, a éonsideration;Pf the impact and merits

" of the mpival coherence theory of justificatiof in tEE‘@hilosophy
A

—-_kx\\if/ﬁéligion is not relev .6

- ' Nevertheless,‘izt)s in the service of this objective,
that just as the question regarding the rationality of religious
belief is as® much a question about rationality as it is about ~

i

K4 religious.belief, so also I suggest that the question of the "
justification of religious beiief is a question as much about
justification as it is about religious belief. 1In this chapter,
I will illustrate and explain in gréater detail how it is that
'the'foﬁndationalist tHeOry of jusﬁification has powerfully
éhaped and guided much recent work in analytié ph}loSophy of ~\J/
religion. First, I suggest that it is this perspective that
can .be construed as sustaining a widespread ahd‘readily
recognizablé‘view regarding the nature and céntral importance
to pe accordéa‘to particplar theological beliefs for a
believer's religious faith. Second, I argue that this per-
spective is also responsible for suggesting two strategies
invoked in order to establish the rationality of theological .
beliefs, 'In addition, I will ﬁhow how the alleged failure of
either of these strategies issues in its own attendant version :
of meta-fheological skepticism, Third, I will illustrate how
the tacit acceptance of a foundationalist perspective 1ndlcates

the central guestions and ma;gﬁgask of a phllosophy of rellglon.
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In brief, I think that the key.to a critique of meta-theological
skepticism consists in a critique of the merits of the founda-
tionalist model of justification this kind of skepticism pre-

1

supposes in the first place.

>

-

4.15 Foundationalism and Belief in God

In this section I develop the suggestion that a
foundationalist theory of justification can be understood as n
formi;g the background episfémoiégical framework sustaining ’
the‘following picture about wh#t is central for a believer's
religious faith., In particular, this pictdre involves é
c;rtain view about what belief in God amounts to and a view
about the relationship between religious ané.theological
beliefs and religious practices.

S I ghink it is not unfair to say that when many
analytic philosophers of religion think of religion and of
what ighﬁgﬁéral to it they tend to think of a set of religious
doctrines or theological beliefs about God. As is well known,
vthi; set of doctrines is referred to vafiously as "Christian
thefém", "Judaeo-Christian theism" 6r simpiy as "theism".

" , .
Whatever other beliefs and practices any religion doubtless
involves, many are inclined to-say fhat what is distinctive
about it is that it is a mode of human living that funda-
q;htally consists in the adherence bf its'practipners to the
éruth of some minimal set of theological beliefs. It is

E
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these doctrines that m the central core sustaining and

justifying the various other beliefs believers accept and
practices in éhich they participate. It is in terms Qf these
beliefs that religion is distinguishable from 5ther modes of
human 1living that involve no such adherence. Indeed, without
Fhis doctrinal content and commitment to it, religion would be
very different from the way it is, if it were recognizable at all.’

Involved in this picture of what is central to the
practicé~of a religious faith is pefhaps éhe écceptance of &
sharp distinctibnlbetween religious and theological déctrines
about God and the welter of- religious practices, rites, rituals ,

_ \ ‘

and ethical commitments in which belieyers participate. Hence,
many might® be inclined to agree that tosbe religious, ﬁconsisﬁs
fundamentally in living in a ceX{ain way, in holding a certai?
set of convictions, in the having of certain attitudes and in
being a member of.a distinctive confessional group."8 But,
of: course, however importahf this living, these convictions,
attitudes and membership are to being religious, these components
have been and presently are extfemgly diverse. Even so, how-
ever muth these expressions of trust and commitment may differ g
or wax and wane among participants, their pergistence implies
that what is.fundamental and has been presupposed throughout
is an alleged awareness of or an alleéed'knowledge of God.
According to Hick for instance, "thisﬁﬁutative knowledge or

awareness 1s a mode which has long been accordrd thé special
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name of 'faith'"; the "faith that there is a God and that such

and such propositions about him are true."9

In the context provided by this distinction between

religious be%}efs and practices,, ghe can say that
Theég;eféf religious language is seen by
. virtlie of the meanings of the terms used,
) as commiting the believer to certain
'existential' claims; these claims are
articulated in theologies. Unless these
theologies are verifiable or at least
falsifiable, there is in principle no
way of telling whether these existential

presuppositions are warranted. -Thus the -
“believer's language has no migning and his
’ beliefs fail of rationality.

So on this picture, one is tempted to say that what is dis-
tinctive about religion or being religious is that it is any
mode oé being human that is lived in terms of, or better,
minimally presupposes a belief in the alleged truth of a set
of theological beliefs. 1In addition, this picture suggests

that a believer is justified or ratiocnally warranted-in .engaging

"in the practice of worshipping God for example, only if he or

she is justified in bef}%ving that there is a God. As such,
the relatienship between religious and theological beliefs and
the practices any religious faith involves amounts to the view
"ﬁhat'the practices éf;gplievers are, at the most fgndamentél
1ével, to be explai;ea by the believer's 'belief in the truth'
of certain theological d0ctrines.l; As for the ‘believer's
belief in God itself, following‘Sayre, this is construed

4
typically on a "referential model”. On this model, it is

/

{n
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assumed "that 'God' unambiguously designates a certain unigque
entity, and that 'believing in' is a particular mental state
in which the believer assumes a certain attitude toward a

nl2

particular entity. Clearly, interpreting belief in God in

this fashion, substantially as a putative relationship between
a mind and a particular object makes issues about what tﬁE/;erm
"God" designates especially important. Unless the believef can
deterhine what this term designates, there is simply no way of
knowing what his belief in God amounts to.

I, think that many philosophe;s would admit £hat this
brief sketch does capture certain readily_recognizable features
of the context in which philosophical reflectiqp has been ‘con-
ducted especially ﬁpon Christian religious faith andlbelief.

In particular, this approach‘might be considered to serve two
valuable ends. First, it serves to distinguish and identify
believers as a unigue group from non-believers who presumably
are human in ways that minimally presuppose a belief in the
alleged truth of sets of doctrines other than Ehoée about God.
Second, this approach is strafegically useful in dema?géting
among the rich diversity of reliéious phenomena, thoée which
can be considered likely .candidates foy a specifically philo-
sophicai ingquiry. » Among analytic phiflosophers, this type of
ihquiry has been oriented Fowardé the .ritica} evaluation of

-

. ' - R . o . e
the rational credentials of the belief 1n God religious

=

phenomena and practices of whatever sort, presuppose.

iy
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To be eure, this view about the nature of belief in
j@od and thé relationship between this belief and religious
praCtices has been criticized.frem perspectives other than that
to be'developed here.13 Moreover, I suppose what "is less
obv1ous is the connection between the centrallty accorded to
theologlcal bellefs about God in the philosophy of rellglon
and foupdatienalism as a general normative theorydof thﬁ justi-
fication of our beliefs. Nevertheless, I contend that this
view ebout the philosophy of religion ie itself an example of
a more general foundational role that philosophy has been
expected or supposed to pl;y within culture as a whole.ﬁ

‘Recently, Richard Rorty has described this rocle as the -
view thap, "philosophy as a discipline eeee itself as the
attempt to uhderwxite or debunk ciaims to knowledge madé by
science, morality, art or religiop." In the execution of thi3®
task, "philosophy can be foundaﬁioﬁal in respee% to the rest of
culture because culture is the qesemblage of claims to knowledge,
and philosophy adjudicates such claims.” Towerds this end, -
"philosophy's central concern'is to 9e a general theory of
representation, a theorf which will divide culture up into‘;reas
which represent realit} well, those which represent-it les&
well, and those which do not represeet it at all (despite their
-pretense of doing'so)."14

As I have pointed out before, much recent work’ in

analytic philosophy of religion manifests a widespread corsensus

</
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that at least as a sggrting—point for phiIOSOphical reflection,
the questions dealing with the coherence and truth of religious
and theological language are of central importance. In addi- ~
tion, given the prominenﬁ positioﬁ accorded to meta—theologicai
skepticism, it is‘ﬁlear_that many bhilosophers consider that
the language of religion is one area of culture th%E is often
accysed of "not representing reality at all despite its pre-
tense of doing so.". To be more precise, I think it éossible
to illustraté the impact of the,tacit acceptance of founda-
tionalism in the philosophy of réligion in two ways. First,.
it is thig perspective that is largely responsible for sus-
taining the reconstruction of £he alleged cognitive components
of a particular religious faith 'in sucﬂ a fashion tha; the .
beliefs about God allegedly central to it are apparent.
Second and more important, this peérspective provides ghe
critical tools necessary for the evaluation of the ratiohal \
credentials of these beliefs once they have been detached ffbm
the context of a particular religious faith. .

To explain, fouﬁaatiqnalish is a general normative
epistemological theory about the structure of the justifica-
tion 6f any alleged‘claims to knowledge. It is both general
and normative in the sense that it providés a“model fo;
unéerétanding the manner in which our beliefs are to be justi-
fied if they are‘ﬁo be considered ratignafly wafrantgd,

N . ;o : :
regardless of particular contexts:of inquiry. Hence, whether
’
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what is at issue are scientific beliefs about nature, his-.
torical beliefs about what is significant in the human past,
political beliefs about the'state,'aesthetic beliefs about
the beautiful, moral beliefs about the good or theologic?l
beliefs about God, according to foundaéionalism, the structure

of the justification of these beliefs ought to conform to’the
same pattern. The pattern, in questibg,-holds regardless‘of
differences amoﬁg ﬁhe indui;ies concerned with these bheliefs.
> This general pattern of the justificaﬁion of our
beliéfs is chéracterized usefully in terms of twq_theses.
First, foundationalists hold that any purported knowledge
consists of .@ hierarchically ordered‘system,:& beliefs. 1In
this syséem of beliefs, however much individual beliefs or
classes of beliefs can be said to support eaéh other the
system of beliefs must at some point depend for its justifi-
cation on epistemologiéally basic beliefs. "Epistemologically
basic beliefs" refer to a class of beliefs that are justified
in some way directly upon experience and so ‘do not presuppose
the truth of any other nén—bésic beliefs within the system.
Second, besides establishing an order of justification among
the beiiefs a system Sf knowledge containé, all versions of
foundationalism séibﬁlate general éondiﬁions that any belief
must satisfy if it is to be considered as a rationally bﬁsié

or properly Afoundational belief in the system.15

-
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To maintain that much recent analytic philosophy of
religion betrays the tacit acceptance of a foundationalist
théorytofldust;f;cation is to hold thé f;lloﬁing, First, the
reason why fheological beliefs are allegedly central to'the
practice of a religious faith is that these beliefs are
logically presupposed'by'those beliefs'within a particular

"religious faith that can he regarded reasonably as epistem-

-

ologically basip by participants in it. 'Second, the strategy
used to evaluate the rational credentials of these theological
presuppositions is a matter of showing how they are justifiable‘
in térms of a class.of beliefs that are alleged to be properly

foundational.for the system of our knowledge as a whole. In

the ensuing sections, I explain and defend each of these con-

tentions in turn.

4.16 Epistemologically Basic and Logically -Basic Beliefs

I have suggested thaz the tacit acceptance of founda-
tiornalism can be understood as largely reséonsible for sustaininé
the reconstruction of the alleged cqgnitivé components of a
particular religious faith in such a manner that the beliefs
about Goﬁ,'supPOSedly central to it,-are,apparent. It can be
50 undérstbod because within this framework it can readily be
established that a belief in God or other minimal theological
beliefs about God, such as "there is a God", are logically pre-

supposed by those beliefs that can be regarded as. epistemologically
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basic by{participants within the context of their particuiar
religious faith. -HerCe it is that, gua logically fundamental,
minimal theological beliefs are treated as the appropriate
candidates for a properly philosophical reflection on the
pfactice of -a religious faith.

To illustrate and clarify how it is that the first
thesis of foundationalism is effective in supporting this
reconstruction of the alleged cognitive compénents of a par-
ticular religious faihhﬂ I think the introduction of the first L
volume of Richard Swinburne's recently proposed trilogy of works
16 Thié first

volume of his study, The Coherence of Theism, begins as follows:

By a theist, I understand a man believes

v ‘that there is a God. By a 'God'?:ge under-

: stands something like a 'person' without a

body. {(i.e. a spirit) who is eternal, free,

able to do anything, knows~ everything, is

perfectly good, is the proper object of

- human worship and obedience, the creator

. and sustainer of the unlverse. Christians,
Jews and Moslems are.all "in the above sense
theists. ' Many thelsts also hold further beliefs
“about Gofl, and on these Christians, Jews and
Moslems differ among themselves, and yet
further beliefs, in which some members of
each group differ from others.../But this
book/...is concerned with the core of
, theIstic belief, that God exists, that there

is a God. It is not concerned primarily with
whether this belief is true or whether it can
be knawn to be true, but with the prior ques-
tions of what it means and whether it is co-
herent, what claim a man who asserts that
there is a God is making and whéther it is a
claim which is coherent, ;ﬁclalm which. it
makes sense to suppose could be true.
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Despite the acknowledgeéidifferences among the reiigious com-
munities he mentions, according to Swinburne, Christians,
Jews and Moslems_appear to'éharé the.ciaim “tﬂére is a God"
or that "God, exists". It is this belief that constitutes the
common "core theistic belief" that is minimally presupposed
despite the disparate ways in which they practice their
respective faiths.. It is this "core theist@c belief" that
- cuts across the other different religious and theologicgl
beliefs they hold. But”agaih, that it is this "theistic core"
that is fundamental éhd deserves critical attention can itself
be understood as a résult of the implications of the éirst
thesis of fouﬁdationalism. According to the first thesis of
foundationalism, knowledge in general and any'purported.' \\\*ﬂ
religious knowledge -in particuiar,constitutes a hierarcﬂiéal ' >
¥ order o£ "noeticrséructure" in which sdﬁe parts support each
other but as a Whoie is ‘'supported by its foundation.18
Following Plantinga, there are three features in-
volved when ﬁe(?onceive of knowledge as a hierarchically .
ordered system of peliefs. The first feature is a conseguence
of the-importance.of‘distinguishing within a system of béliefs
those that are epiétémologically basic or founQational beliefs
and éhosé beliefs'which are less basic. Té'say that a belief A ;ﬁ
is epistemalogically less basi# than a belief B is just to say
that our reasons for bélieving A are baseé on or'suppofted by

other beliefs B we hold. For.example, I believe that Ottawa
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is‘south of Quebec City and this bglief is. based on my belief

[

that thaé is how this relation between these two cities is

. depicted

in my atlas. Or agai

n, I may believe that Pierre

Elliot Trudeau is the current Prime Ministér of Canada and

belief is supported by my beliefs that I have read this in

newspaper and heard it on the radio. But we do not accept

our beliefs on the basis of other beliefs. Rather, some of

beliefs are epistemologically basic in the sense that they

[

+

this
the
all
our

are

not justified in terms of any other more basic beliefs in the

system.

Sa, for example, I believe that I am‘iow seated at

my desk and that Iiag'feeling thirsty but I do not believe

them on the basis of'ahy other beliefs,

~

In the case'of a sys

tem of purported religious

knowledge, the diétInction between epistemologically basic

and less basic beliefs is repligated in the following manner.

As Swinburne's account implies, Christians, Jews and Moslems

differ among themselves regarding the beliefs they hold about

-the nature of God. Speaking t

o the question of whether

Christians and Moslems worship the same God, Ninian Smart for

instance,

remarks that:

As far as the concep
the two foci of fait
other things, the Ch
as a person of the T
concept of God is th
'to God's manifestati
representation of hi
These are elements n
conceptidn of Allah.

ts and practices go,.
h are different. Among

ristian worships Christ
rinity: > istian
s organjcally rglated

on in history and to his
mself in the' sacraments.
is‘presgnt in the Muslim's"

r

&!

&
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AQT\\“§$f1 I ‘should add, are these elements present in a Jew's con-
ception of Jahweh. But, important ag thésé conceptual differ-
ences are for-their different beliefs aboutrGod, epistemologically
more basic for participants of these faiths are their respective
beliefs regarding the manner in which they judge the signifi-=
cance of their communities' alleged experience of God's
"manifestation in history"”, in Christ, in the Koran or the

. Torah fespectively.‘ As Smart sﬁggests, for Christians, it is'1
their beliefs centered upon Jesus Christ that are epistemo-
logically more basic for justifying the particular, oft@an
theologically ramified, beliefs some of them also hold about
theltriune nature of God, God's transcendence or Gé& as

Creator, Legislator or Supreme Judge and so on. N

The second feature involved in treating our knowl-
edge as an ordered hierarchical system of beliefs where less
basic béliefs are justified in éerms of epistemologically more
basic beliefs is that the latter enjoy a stronger "index or

20

degree of belief” than the former. .In a system of purported

A ]

religious knowledge, this psychological feature charac€e<<stic

bf'epiétemol ically basic beliefs can be illustrated in

this way. Chris.'ans, Jews and Moslems may consider them-

selves to be quite strongly committed to the different beliefs

‘thev hold regarding the nature of God and His relationships 5

‘-

with man and tke world. Nevertheiess, participants in :
/ these faiths, desp} &) their differences, are more strongly



committed to the beliefs they hold regarding how it is that
God is allegedly known within their respective traditionms.

In this respect what Christiqps, Jews and @OSIems are prepared
to say or accept about God is more sharply ci iumscr&htd by
reference to Jesus Christ, the Koran or the Torqh respectlvely
that constitute the focal points for the bellefs that are
epistemologfcally basic for thé.justification Qf the fest of
their religious and theological beliefs, '

The third feature oflthese systems of beliefé implied
by Swinburne's account;'is that particular religious and
theological beliefs can also be rankedain tetms of their {
"depth of 1ngreSSJ.on As Plantinga.explai\/s) &

Some of my bellefs are we might say on the

periphery of my noetic structure, I accept

- them and may even accept them quite firmly,

but if I were to give them up not much else 21
in my noetic structure would have to change.

"This feature can be 111ustrated in a non-rellglous context by

noting that the consequences for the system of my bellefs as

a whole of the discovery that my belief that there are twelve
states in Nigeria is mistaken are qﬁite slight. However, were

i to believe that there'aft no .states in Nigeria or that Nigeria
or Aﬁtlca does not exist ?; that continents themselves do not
ex1st, each of these beliefs would requlre progressively greater.
modifications among the system of my beliefs in order fo
accommodate them., Cohversely, in a Christian's system of

religious beliefs, it is very likely, that at the present time

N
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beliefs about the authorship of the "Epistle to the Hebrews"

are less basic or more pexipheral in the system as a whole,

than his beliefs about the Apostle Peter. Mhile, if it were

'd;scovefed that the Gospels were complete brications, suggesting

L

-

that it is uniikely'that Jesus_ had ever liveg, no doubt such a
discovery would send great reverberatioﬁs throughout a‘Christian's
system of religious beliefs. N

Examples illﬁétrating this "deptghof'ingression"
episiemologically b;sic beliefs enjpy over our other beliefs -
could easily Pe multiplied for q?e faiths of Jews and Moslems. .
In“any case, with re5péct to specifically religiéus sysﬁems of
belief two additional points are worth noting.

First, the content of both types of belief, whether
epistemologically bésic or peripheral, within any particular
system of relig%ous belief, is and has been subject to con-

siderable historical va_éation.22 Cognf;ant of this feature,
S

-} r Y - . .
I have proposed that what is central for Gh istians for instance,
% _

is their judgement of the significance of their commﬁnity's

alleged experiencé @f God articulated in terms of ;ha with

reference ultimately to the symbol Jesus,Christ.‘ In ihese

ternis, Christian religiou;?and theolog}cal-thinking thét issues 3
in particular complex theological doctrines, can be identified‘fj/f/’\
to tne degree that it s centred eventually upon the -

interpretation of thig symbol. In this|réspect, theolqgical

thinking can be consfrued as a processj/of inquiry that involves

pr—
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an "intensive elaboration of the meaning of this basic claim,
spelling out its implications for fthought and action".z.3 It

. . ‘,.-‘ .
is in the coursq\gf;:eflecting upon Jesus Christ and the

cluster of symbol d stories in which it is embedded in

relation to current changing circumstances that participants.
define and re-define what it means to be Christign at any par-

ticular time.24

" Second, it is important to stxress thaéxxo say that a
belief or get of beliefs is epistemologically basic in a
system of beliefs is not to say without further ado that: the
belief or beliefs in question are also logically basic. BAs I
have suggested,(?hose%ggliefs that can be regarded reasonably jf\\_
as épistemologiéally basic for the justification of the different
beliefs about the. nature of God helé by Chiistians, Jews and
Moslems, are those offered upon reflecfion on the key symbols
Jesus Christ, the Torah and‘Koran, respectively. It-is with
reference to these central éymbols, embedded within éluste;sf
of secondary and tertiary symbols and stories as recorded in
di¥fferent canonical texts, that the meaning of these éommunities'

) alleged experiencgs of God, formative of these . traditions, - -«
is interpreted and assessed. To say that thege beliefs are
epistemologically basic!.if‘théy are, is just to say that their
justification does not depend on any less bésic religioué and

-

theological beliefs within the systém'of beliefs in question.

L3
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However, as Sw1nburne argues, even if for partlcular
Chrlstlans for 1nstance, what 1§ cru01al ‘is their Judgement of
Ehe significance of thir community's alleged "experience of
a ;érsonal relatiohship with God in Christ" and not-:the affir-

. . R . . L
mation any specific theistic or "creedal" sentences:

The religious man may tell us that he at any
te has such a relationship, and that he

kfidws what he means when he says that he has
this relatlonshlp.../but7...even if affirming
creeds’/were no part of rellglon, you can only
have a relationship to God in Chrlst, if it
is true that God exists. And it is true that
God exists only if it is coherent to suppose
that God exists.

Hence; although Chr;stians, Jews and Moslems differ among them-
selves regarding which beliefs are epistemologically basic for
the justification of the different beliefs they hold regasding

the nature of God, logically, their epistemologically basic

religious beliefs are all of a piece. They are-all j;
. . _ . g
~in the sense that epistemologically basic religious beliefs
loglcailg presuppose the belief "that there 1s a God“-/)the

bellef that there is a Gog,. who,follow1ng Smart(ban "manifest
\
Himself in history". It is in thisvsense that Christians, Jews

.-

and Moslems may be s{Eg to share a "common core-of theistit~belie

l

In sum, to say that the current conéuct of analytic
P
philosophical reflectlog on the practlce of rellglous faith

involves the tacit acceptance of foundatlonallsm is to say that

b%‘ﬁ?
the structure of the justification of the beliefs a system ‘of

purpor;;i;ii}igious knowledge forms is akin to a pyramid or

A »
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about the nature of._God and his telationships with /man and the

world such as the doctrines of the Trinity, Creapgion, Redemption

and so on. These beliefs are less basic or peripheral in the

sense that these beliefs depend for their justification on
- -
many other réligious and theological belief 6

The rest of the
- ' - \
triangle extends downward:'to link up at varipus points with
, Ed

experience both current and past. It consigts of all the

other religious and theological~beliefs this faith can be said

\\‘to involve at any particular time. The epistemologically most -

basic beliefs consist of those produced by reflection on ﬁﬁe

méaning'of the central symbol of God's alleged-dealings with

man, Jesus Christ, as articulated first and foremost in the

Gospels. " 10 say that these beliefs are epistemologically basic
or foundational, is just to say that their justification does
not depend on any less basic religious or theological beliefs

) %

within the system.

In addition, qua foundational, Christians are com—
- ] =

mitted more strongly to-believing the' basic or founda-

E )
tional beliefs than they are committed to the less basic

beliefs and practices that presuppose them. The foundational
B

beliefs also have a greater depth of ingression than the’less

9

basic religious and theological beliefs in the sense that were

the former altered or abandoned great changes would ensue

y/ .@$..§ ' j\\\
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among the rest of the beliefs that system contains, - Finaliy,
though all'tbe»beliefs in tﬁé s}séem are squect to varyiﬁg
degrees of hisgﬁripal variation, it is nonet@e;ess true thaf
foundational religious beliefs about Jesus Christ are not

-

themselves logically fundamen?.l beliefs in the folléwing )
sense. Howeéer it is that 'particular beliefs about God m;y be
justified in a paéticular system of religious belief, the. *
foundational beliefs in terms of which‘this is accomplished
themselves lsgically presuppose the minimal belief that "there
is a God". It is this bélief that constitutes the logical
core, if not £he epistemolagical core, of the faiths of

. - ~ .. ‘
Christians, Jews and Moslems, i

4,17 Properly Fouﬁdational Beliefs and Meta-Theological
Skepticism

>

Ag so far discussed, foundationalism is a theory about
the structure ;r pattern of justification obtaining among a
set of beliefs any purported system of knowledge contains.
In particular, it asserts the claim that the pattern of the
justificaﬁion of our beliefs is linear or hierarchical. How-
ever much individual beliefs may support eachoother,-ghe
system of beliefs as a whole depends ultimatekxmupon epistemo-
logically ba:?c or foundational beliefs. Epistemoloéiéally

basic beliefs are beliefs whose justification does not depend

6niany other rudimentary beliefs in the system in question,



178
o |

AY

Qn the contrary, epistemologically basic beliefs depend for “
7'their justification directly upon experience. |
But-foundationaiism involVes more than the fairly
innocuous claim that there are dertain features-characteristic
of . the strucfure of justification obtaining among a set of
beliefs "in a‘purpbrted‘sy§tém of knowledge. 1In particular,

a foundationalist theory of justification asserts a second

=9

more important thesis. As a normative theory of justificétion,
foundationalists allege that there are certain general con-
ditions #hat any Bélief must satisfy ﬁs‘it is to be conr

sidered gegitimately as a properly foundaﬁional or rationally
basic'belief_ In this section, I discuss this second thesis {

of foundationalism in order to display a sense in which the

challenge to the rationality of <belief in God posed by either

L ¥

version of meta—theologicél skepticism can be understood to
présupﬁ%se a commitment t6 a foundétionalzst theory of
justification.

To explain, I begin by noting that classical varieties
of ﬁoﬂndationalism have differed regérding which beliefs can
be considered rightly as epistemologically basic in a system,
of ﬁéliefs. These versions ﬁave differed also regarding whether
the relation of support obtaining between epistemologically.
basic beliefs and non-basic beliefs in 'a system of beliefé is

logical,entdilment, probability or reasoning from signs.

. -Nevertheless as Plantinga notes, all versions of foundationalism:
' . M .

+ . .
- N "‘
. . = c e
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...lay down certain conditions of prop¢r or

rational basicality. From the foundatfionalist’

ppint 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 (i.e. basic in a rational noetic

structure) most meet certain conditions,2’

Conditions of "ratfonal basicality" aré“thedéonditions any )
proposed candidate for membgfship in the class of epistqu—
logically basic beliefs must satisfy. These conditions, when-
ever they obtain,rexplain why it is that we are rationally
warranﬁed in considering that a belief or set of beliefs is
capable of functioning as a properly fundational belief within
a system of beliefs.

To fuﬁction as a properly foundational belief, the
belief in question cannot be ju;tified by recourse to any
other non-basic beliefs %n the éyszem. Rather, the justifica-
tion of properly foundational beliefs rests.in some way directly
upon ekperience alone. Hence, tht conditions of rational
basicality spell out the relationship between these,beliefs
- and our experience that must hold if these béﬁiefs.a:e rightly
justified b¥ an appeal to exééfience alone. As Pla;;inga
notes, Aquinas and Descartes are two classical examples

-

of philosophers who have advocated different general conditions
28 '

1

of rational basidallty, For Aquinas, an eéistemologically
basic beliéf must be oﬁe that is "selff?vident to a person” .
or "evident to the senses"; In this respect, beliefs such as
"tpls baber is thte“ or "this rodm coﬂtalns a table and chairs"”

o *

d
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would qualify as properly basic. - For Descartés, the Zin—

,ditiong, in quéstion, are somewhat more stringent andWthe

- beliefs admitted into the class of properly foundational

beliefs is, correspondingiy, more restricted. It consists

of beliefs about one's own mental life that are arguably

‘incorrigible for the speaker. In this case, beliefs such as "
. ' ~ A . 1

"I seem to see that this paper is white" of Yit seems to me
that this room contains a table and chairs" would Qualify as

broperly foundational:

-

' Nevertheless on three points, I think Aquinas
and Descarées wﬁuld agree. First, their respective conditions
of rational basicality are the norms or standards.that ought to
be used in assessing whether we are confronted with a belief =
that is properly basic in the'sense that it i1s not based upon
or supported by any. other beliefs. Second, as is well known,-

both philosophers are authors of.classical arguments for the
: \ .

existence of God. . As suﬁﬁ% neither thinker would consider that

A

the belief, "there is a God" is an epistemologically basic

belief. Even so, third, within the system of our knpw;edge

-

as a whole, both would also -agree that the;@g;ief,_“There is

a God" is a non-basic belief that is rationally warranted

{

because it is justifiable by inference from premises that do

express properly. basic beliefs.
A I think that many current meta-theological skeptics
and apologists amon%fanalytic philosophers of religion would
S .

I
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concur with'Aquinas and Descartes on the first two points.
With the exception of fidéisﬁs‘perhaps, most  meta~theological
skeptics’ and apologists Qoulé agree that the'rational creden-
tials of the belief,.that:"ﬁhere is a Géé“ and other such .
central bits—pf God-Talk are to be evaluated and.estéblishéé‘T"
in terms qf‘amset.of beliefs that satisfy‘Some set of genefaig
conditioﬁS“Qﬁlrétional basicalify. 1In addition, they would
.&afso %?ree that the belief, "thatf there is a God", is not an-
epistéﬁologicallXTbasic belief within the system of our knowl-

-

edge as a whole.”
no Nor is their agreement on these points difficult té
understand once the implications 05 the ‘second thesis of
foundationalism are made explicit. ,To consider thé second
point, as we have seen, those beliefls that are arguably'epistemf
6logically basic within the context of the particular religious
faith of Christians, Jews and Moslems, logicélly presuppose,
mihimélly,the belief that ;here is a God. But, relative to our
other non-réfﬁgious or non—£heological beliefs, thislpfe-
supposition is hardly epistemologically basic. Atheisfs not-
withstanding, the justification of the belief that there is a
God is hardly @rivileged in the sense thag i;s justi£icétion

“~ .
does no€ depend on any other beliefs. But to consider the

fi;st p01nt, if we could show how tHis bellef is justlflable
in terms of a class of eplstemologlcally basic bellefs that are

properly foundational for our knowledge regardless of partlcular

'\/“0
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contexts gf iqguiry,*then doubts about the rationglity.ofnthis
presuppoaition would be resolved.zg"i

Whére recent meta—theological-skeptics and apologists
disagfee, however, is regarding the qugsfion of whether the
;éti;;ality of belief in God can be establisheq‘by showing.

%
-~ .

how this belief is justifiable in te

.s of a class of properly
foundational‘beliefé. %oreover, I maintain that it is this
foundationalist background that affords tﬁe pést perspective
for understandiﬁg the force pf the chalienge posed ta the
ratibnality of ?elief in God by either version ofﬁheté- _ 45@
theological skepticism. o |

To explain, earlier I distinguished betwagn two
versions of meta-theological skepticism. Acégrding to 'the first
version, it>is alleged that theclogical sentences abou£ Gdd
are cogniﬁively meaningless. They are allegealf cognitively
meaniﬁgless because the beliefs these sentences puﬁport to
"assert are not in principle verifiable or falsifiable Ey any
eﬁbirical state of affairs. ;Fér instance as Kai Nielsen has
proposed, theological senteﬁces must be "qonfirmabl€'0r

Y

- - . Fi
infirmable by non-religious straigyhtforwardly empirical factual

statements."30

q :- 3 .
If theological sentences cannot satisfy this
congdition then these 'sentences canncot be.used to assert theo-
logical'beliefs. Since they cannot be used to assert theo-

logical beliefs, these sentences cannot be considered legiti-

mateiy either true or false. Hence, if a.system of these
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sentences is construed nonetheless, as asserting a set of
theological beliefs, believers who persist in this.opduracy
‘givg indicatioh of a failure of rationality.

~ - But it is impoitahf to ;tress that the gorce of this
critique of pognitivejme ing isrdue tOIitsggpistémological
pfesuppositions. h particular.all parties to this debéte
appeéf to_assume tz:tthe cognitive meaning of the beliefs
‘about God purportedly asserted'by theological sentences must
be specified in terms of epistemologically basic oi properly.
foundational claims. Whether these claims are empirical
observationé, "non-religious séraiggtforwardly empirical
factual statements" or some other "experienceable state of

afﬂairs"3l

, these claims are epistemologically basic in this
sense. If theological sentences s%tisfy this condition, then
the.justification of the logically fundamental theological '
beliefs in question would not depend on any more basic or
rudimentary religious or theologiéal beliefs“ip a particula? ‘
system of these beliefs. Ihstead; the justifiication of these
beliefs'about the'existencé 6f"de and so the ;ystem of
religious and theological beliefé as a whole, would-rest,on
beliefs justifiable d;fectiy on ekperieﬁce. | |

According to the second version'of meta-theological
skepticism, it is alleged tﬁétftheologi&al~beligfs are not

rationally jﬁst@f} le because the manner in which they are

supposedly ju#tified presupposes other religiéus and theological‘ .
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.béliefs. I‘hgve maintained.against.Heimbeck, that the justi-
ficafion of theological. beliefs takes place within the context
"~ of a process of reésoning from signs in theology. But the
success or failure of this project presupposes a judgeﬁent of
the significance of a community's alleéed experiences of God
articulated in subject-related terms within thes#ontext of a

p articular religious tradition. It is this alleged experience
andlfhé judgement of its significance that, for participants,
establishes the cfiteria fof a correct interpretation of signsL.
As such, the justification of theological beliefs does not
. repose on properly foundational ofﬂ}ationally basic bgiiefs.

It does not repose on beliefs that themselves depend for
their justification directly upon experience without theéxogica;

presuppositions. ,
.-

In sum, to»saylthat both vefsions o% meta-~theological
skepticism presupposé a commitment to a foundationalist theory-
of justification is to say that both versions assume.that there
are general conditions of rational basicality characfefistic
of pfoperly fsundational beliefs. These conditions stipulate
fthe circumstances in which we are rationally warranted in' con-
Sidering tpat azbelief qualifies as properly foundational for
the system of our knowledge as a whole regardless of.the con-
E;#t afforded by particulér‘imquiries. Moreover, both versions

- agree that the belief that "there is a God" is a non-basic

belief that is not justifiable in terms of members of a class

of-eplsgemologlcally basic be;lefs.

~
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4.18 . Foundationalism and the Central Questions for a Philosophy
: of Religion ' g

In this sectioﬂ, I propose tB,explain angd substanEéaféz
the,contéﬁtion thét it is the tacit acceptance of fdundationalism
that is responsiblé for détermining the central questidns and
main task ?ursued by analytic ﬁhilosophers of religion. As 1is
well known, sometimes bel;evers allege that the practice of
their faith does involve cognitive elementsT Beliefs that they
coﬁsider are true. But if believers are rationally warranted
in holding that some of their beliefs are true and so constitute

a sysgem of religious knowledge, from a foundationalist per-

spective certain implications for a philosophical study of

- these beliefs follow.

According to the first thesis of foundationalism, if
theological beliefs constitute a system of religious knowledge,
they do so because some beliefs within this.system.are epistem-
ologically basdic and the rest aré less basic or peripheral.

The epistemologically-basic Peliefs are foundational in the

sense that the justificétiop pf these beliefs does not;pref

suppose any less basic béliefs innthe system. As well, the

justification of basic beliefs is to be sought in some way

directly in experience. Sincé thesé beliefs are allegedly

foundational, any pertinent philosophical inguiry ought to

concern itself with the evaluation of these foundationél N

beliefs and their présup?ffitions. After all, if these faji] N
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of rational justification then 'the less basic beliefs in the -

o

system cannot be.donsidered rationally warranted.

. Fd
According to the second thesis of foundationalism,

if the all?ged foundaticnal beliéfé and their presuppositions
really are rationally warranted-it is because they aré justi-
fiable-in terms of a class of beliefs that.satisfy certain |
general conditions qf rational basicality. Again these con-
ditions indicate when we are raticnally warranted in con-
sidering that albelief is properly foundational in the sense
that it is justifiable directly by experience alone without
presupposing any other beliefs. Hence, if the supposegd
foundational beliefs and their presuppositidns safisfy the
conditions necessary for coherence and truth, then these
beliefs can b@y@dﬁSidered as rationally warranted and so
capable of jugtifyingvthe attendant edifice of religious and
theological beliefs and practices tﬂét ppesupposé them. As
such,;ithis the mdin task oﬁuthé philééopher of religion, armed
with the knowledge of these conditidnskbf ratfenal bﬁsicality,
to evaluate the sentences and beliefs religioﬁé practiéeé'
presuppose in order to undermine or establish their rational
credentials. | 7 '
Following Swinburne's account, and he is hardly -
alone in this, we can see that several assumptions are invoilved
ip accepting this foundétionalist perspective in the philosophy

of religion. First, it is assumed that the subject-matter of
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a philosophy of religion consists fundamentally in a study of

beliefs guch‘as "there is a God" or "God exists". It is

beliefs of this sort that are logically presupposed in the
jUétificption 6f the beliefs involved in the faiths of !
Christiané, Jews and Moslems. Second, the rationality of this
"presupposition of the reality of‘the.supposed divine object

'bf‘ﬁaith",32 cannot be established within the context of a

-

particular religion for to do so,would presuppose cther
religicus and theological bi}iefs whose rational stR3tus is as
yet in question. Rather, the rationality of this presuppo-

| sition must be sought and established‘independeﬁtly of the
context of a partic;Par,faith and itg‘cumuiative historical
tradition in terms 6f beiiefs theﬁsglves-justifiable in some
way on experience-alone. Hence, .the first properly philosophical
task.is to determine whether believers are warr%nted ig pre-
suﬁposing that this central logical core of theistic belief
about the existence of God is coherent. Moreover, it is a-
properly philosophical task because it is one_performed by a
philosopher wha gqua philosophelr, also occupies a standpoin£
independent of the context progvided by the practice éf a par-
ticular religious faith. *

That the foundationalist perspective suggests the

strategy for the conduct of philosophical reflection on the

practice of religious faith is confirmed by a glance at

r
Swinburne's overall project. For Swinburne as we have seen,
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the,plaée to begin a philosophy of religion is with the issué
of theé coherence of the central core claims about the existence ,
of_God. If one were to succeed in demonséfating that theo-
logical sentences are coherent then we are entitled to con-
sider whether the béliefs about God they assert are true. A
Swinburne claims to have established that the claim "that there

is a God" is coherent.33

Consonant with a foundationalist perspective in his

this manner. He says he is "concerned to assess the welght of
arguments from experience for and against this claim an

reach a conclusion about whether on balance the arguments
||34

cate that there is a Goﬁ’or thatfthere is not. He consifers
it necessary to address the qﬁe;tion of the truth of theo-
legical beliefs about God in this way, hqwever, because,
" he assumes that such beliefs as "there is % -
are £o be evaluated in terms of their putative r tionship

with properly foundational beliefs independent;y of a system
of Christian religious belief. If one treats.the belief that
"there.is a God" in this way, itﬁimplies that the project of‘

demonstrating how it is justifiable cannot be accomplished

within the contex{ of that system of-religious beliefs itself.

'

It can be done, if at all, only by a consideration of the

"arguments from experience"” that allegedly warrant the conclusion

that "there is a God".
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According to‘Swinburne, "on our total evidence
¥ theism is more“proﬁable than not", Hence, it is that "although
reason can reach a fairly well-justified conclusion about the’

existence of God, it can only reach a probable conclusion, not

an indubitablesone." So the gquestion to be pursued in his

thira volume, Faith and Reason comes to this. Given that theistic
claims such as”"thére is a God" are coherehnt and 5robably‘true,
what function remains for religious fdith in this situation |
and is this role rationally warrénte@? It is with the resolu-'
- tion of this ques;ion that +the pertineqt issues agcording to a
foundatioq?list philos;phf of reiigion.are settled.3EJw

But that the philosophy of religion should be con-
ce’ned with the coherenée and truth of the central core of
theistic bélief and the role of religious faith regarding
these ciaims-is due to the foundationalist framework, that this
type of philosophy presupposes. After all, challenges regarding
either the cognitive meéning of theclogical sentences or the
manner o}:the alleged justification of theological béliefs
have force only if it is true that these beliefs must be
evaluated in terms .of their putative relationship to a class’
of properly foundational beliefs, that as such, involvé no
'theological presuppositions. As well, thege challenges have
merit onl& if it is éiso true to suppose that there is a class
of beliefs that does satisfy general conditions af rgtional .
basicality allegedly valid for the justificééion of all of our B

beliefs regardless of particulaf inquiries.’

A
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The practical impo;t of fpecifying, éefending and
invoking any such conditions,‘woether restrictive or liberal,
should ngg be obvicus. - If iogically fundamantal theological
santences or bellefs are not justlflable in terms of a class
of beliefs that satisfy them, then theological sentences or
beliefs cannct be considered rationally warranted. They cannot
be so considered either because these sentences do not expresa
genuine beliefs or because the justification of these beliefs
is context-dependent. But, in either case the result is the
same. Putative theological beliefs about the existence of God
are not rationally warranted: Inasmuch as these putative
beliefs are logically presupposed by the surrounding matrix
of religiods beliefs and practices, these latter beliefs and

practices are not rationally warranted as well. Hence, it is

from within the foundationalist perspective that challenges to
. )

the validity of theological betiefs arise and appear plausible.36

; It is also fair to say that it is this underlying
oerépective that is responsible. for the tone and the paucity
of solld results that have emerged from the recent debate
about the cognltlve meanlngfulness of theological language.
Commenting on the course of this debate, the comparative
historian of religions, Wilfred C. Smith, considers it to

_have gone "seriously awry". Speaking as a historian, he

suggests that much of it is*rather "superficial" and
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""irrelevant"., The conclusions of critical linguistic philos-
ophers of religion do not, he writes, "aid the comparativisf?
historian in trying to articulate a conceptual scheme that will
‘make‘;heoretical sense of the wide panorama of man's reliéious
life and histofy;" What is more, he remarks, of this work, that it
seéms“to be of 1i£tle relevance.for the observeripr participant
in religioﬁs life. "It fails to, illuminate empiricél.studies of
religious movements in general or the.hisﬁory of reiigious
belief ignoring or overriding the protests of religioﬁs persons."37

Though this is a severe judgement, .I think;that in
the main, he is quite right. But this is not ‘merely because
analytic philoéophers'of religiocn have‘been‘de:elict in their
duty. Instead,‘it is because many philcosophers of religion
who haée contributeﬁ to this‘debate are simply not interested
in illuminating “empiricaiistudies of religious movements in
general 6r of the history of religiogs belief". Given a per-
spective dominated by foundationalism, that focuses our atten-
tion on sélected core theistic beliefs, such as "there is a
God", that are neither obviously self-justifying nor justifiable
within the context of a particular religious faith, it is clear
~ that "the chief worry among many philosophers of religion is
the possibly illusory meaningfulness of religious claims“.38
I think it is also c¢lear that what fuels philqsophica}zrefléc—
tion on the practice of religious faith can be construed as

the thrust of radical skepticism, The threat of radical
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" skepticism in this context is the threat that there is not and

perhaps cannot be any religioys or theological knowledge at

all.39 As I have indicated above, this threat can be arti-

culated in either of two versions of meta-theological skegticism.
It is alleged that unless fhe central core of theistic belief
is justifiable in terms of beliefs that satisfy certain general
conditions of rational basicality, pelievers who persist\ln
ﬁblding theological beliefs and continue)to participate in
religious practices_may be misleading themselves and-others.
They may do éo.by elaborating an iliusory "world-view" that
perhaps unwittingly justifiesiénd sustains for them an
inauthentic form of life.

Significantly enough both Kai Nielsen?? ana Ian M,

41

Crombie who occupy opposing sides in this controversy, agree

that it is this suspicicon or radical skepticism ﬁhﬁt motivates
those who develop_the criL;que of the cognitive meaningfulness
of theclogical sentenceg. In this regard, I think that the
recognition (0of the influence of this foundatiénalist perspec-
tive in recéLt analytic pﬂilOSOphy of religion enables_US to
understand the positions taken in this debate and discuﬁsed
in section 1.3 as a series of reactions to the rédiqal
skepticism this perspective occasions. Hence,”skeptical
philosophers argue*that this skepticism is in fact cohfirmed

because theological sentences are cognitively meaningless.

Apologists maintain that it is not éither because theological

Y.
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sentences are cognitively meaningful or becauser the general
[

i

conditions of cognitive meaning in question are mistaken.
Fideists arque that this skepticism is unwarranted because
this "languége game" has its 6Wn standards of intelligibility
and/ocr rationality. |

But the consengus i5 that there are such general
conditions of rational basicality and, {again fideists
‘excepted), that logically central claims aboughthe existence
of God are_fd’be~evaluated in terms-of a class of beliefs $hat
satisfy them.. In addition,-it is'also considered that it is
the philosopher.ék religion who is best placed to resolve and rightly
charged with resdlving this chief skeﬁtical worry, to tﬂe
degree that rational argument alone is capable.‘

In'sum, I submit that the tacit aqceptance of founda-
tionalism in analytic philosophy of religion involves éeveral

. , L pmae ¥ VO
assumptions about belief in God that serve to establish the

central questions and main aim to be pursued in the conduct of
a philosophy, of religion. First, it is assumed that any system
of purported religious knowledge, like our knowledge generally,
chnstitutes a hierarchically-ordered system of beliefs coﬁ—
taining putatively basic and non-basic beliefs. "Second, it

is assumed that sentences used to express beliefs about the
existence of God, that are arguébly logically presupposed by
those religious beliefs that are epistemologically basic

. } e,
within the context of a particular religious faith,.are to be

't

s e
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evaluated in terms of their putatlvé relatlonshlp to a class

" of bellefs that are properi) foundational for our knowledge

" generally, ThlS latter class of beliefs is a class of. bellefs

\
that satisfies.general condltlons of rational ba51ca11ty

considered valld 1ndependent1y of the context of par- 7

tlcular 1nqu1r1es. Hence, 1t is that the main aim and cenﬁraL‘.
questions to be pursued 1n a phllosophy of rellglon;con51st

in the evaluatlon of the ratlonal credentlals of thls central

e

core of thElSth belief implied in or explicitly - stated by

participents of this practice. B o

. . But as we have seen, this“aim presumes that it is

4 N . &) .
' reasonable to 'stipulate and deffnd general conditions of

"rational basicality that are valid independently of the contexts

in which they are applied. It is in terms of beliefs that

" satisfy these conditiens,‘whether\the latter are drawn frqm‘

an analysis.of common sense or scientific cognition as has been

the recent fashion, that the rationality of belief in God is

to be assessed. Moreover, it is in the service of this aim.,

that the subji:t-matter available fog;philosophical'reflection

is circumscribed in such a manner that this presupposition
Ztence of God stands out iA bold relief. Once

.. a

detached from its context in this way, the following set of

about the exi

questions appears plausible. Are the sentences”allegedly used
to assert beliefs about God coherent? If these sentences are

coherent, are the beliefs they assert about God true? Iﬁ'these
) L
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. beliefs about God are true, what role if-any remains for .

. [ 3 -
religious faith and is this role rationally warranted? In
this way, the tacit acceptance of a foundationalist theory of

\
the structure of the justification of our beliefs generally

. -~ v .
can be construed as providing the frameworK for indicating the
quEral questioné and main aim to be pursued in the conduct
of a ﬁhigosophy of religion.

. What remains tc be explained, hoaneE, is first, what

prompts many philosophers to consider that the rationality*of

belief iﬁ Gﬁd, (in which I include  questions about the intelil—:'

hgibility and justifiability of this'belief), must be established

s
1 .
in this way? Second, what if anything is wronG with addressing

our subject within this epistemological framework? Third,
: : : A

what are some of the implications especially for a study\of e
the rationality of belief in God should it become apparent

¥d .
that the foundationalist perspective deserves to be abandoned?

‘It is to a consideration of these issues that I now turn.'

4 . A ’

v

R
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Notes: Chapter 4

1
A}

Cornelius F. Delaney ed.; Rationality and Religious Belief,
(Not;e Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1979), p. L.

I will expand on this brief sketch of the Toundatioqalist
theory of justification below. Regent advocates of founda-
tionalism in epistemology ‘generally include Roderick:
Chisholm, Theory of Knowledge, (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.:
Prentice-Hall, 1966), David M. Armstrong, Belief Truth and
Knowledge, (London: Routledge and Regan Paul, 1973} ,. angd
John Pollock, Knowledge and Justification, (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1974).

3

Recent advocates of a coherence theory of justification in
epistemology generally include Gilbert Harman, Thought,
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973), Nicholas
Rescher, The Coherence Theory of Truth, (Oxford: Clarendon,
1973) and Keith Lehrer, Knowledge, (Oxford: Clarendon, 1974).

For criticism and discussion of the coherence theory of
justification,ssee Michael Williams, "Coherence, Justifica-
tion and Truth", Review of Metaphysics, 34(1980), pp. 243~
272 and Stephen D. Ross,_WSkepticism,.Holism and Inexhausti-
bility", Review of Metaphysigcs, 35(1982), pp. 529~556.

. 1)

On this score I am in agreement with John Kekes when he notes
that ’

~

The central foundationalistic criticism of
~coherentism is that if justification is a
matter of approximating truth, then justi-
fication must be more than the coherence of
beliefs in a world-view, for false beliefs

may also’ cohere. The coherentist has no
rational way of choosing betweén equally
coherent world-views. ! ' . .

John Kekes, The Nature of Philosophy, (Totawa, N.J.:
Rowman and Littlefield, 1980), p. 95. But to abandon

- attempts to provide a. general and all-inclusive account of °

the justification'of our beliefs, whether foundationalist

or coherentist, need not imply that we must embrace skepti~
cism. Instead, it is to insist as Ross suggests, that

"(1l) justification is contextual, never holistic; (2) every
epistemic field (theory or theory including background) is
permeable to epistemic principles lying outside it, in other

1
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fields. The latter principle.is the antithesis of holism.,"
Stephen D. Ross, "Skepticism, Holism and Inexhaustibility",
p. 539.

In passing I offer as a hypothesis that regarding the
gquestion of the justification of theological beliefs it

is plausible to consider Wittgensteinian Fideists as.
advocates of a coherence theory of justification in the
philosophy of religion. See for example Norman Malcolm,
"The Groundlessness of Belief" in Reason and Religion, ed.,
Stuart C. Brown, (Ithaca, N.,Y.: Cornell University Press,
1977), pp. 143-157, 186-190. For a discussion, see Kai
Nielsen, "Religion and Groundless Believing", reprinted in
Analytical Philosophy of Religion in Canada, ed., Mostafa

- Faghfoury, (Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 1982),

pp. 115-124.

Commenting on what he regards as presupposed in Flew's
challenge, Nielsen writes that it "is the belief that there
are central putative truth-claims in the Jewish-Christian
tradition, such as the claim that God governs the world,
which at least purport to be factual claims, and that 1if
they are not genuinely factual glaims, Jewish and Christian
belief would be something radically different from what it
is believed by the faithful to be." Kai Nielsen, Contem-
porary Critidues of Religicn, (London: Macmillan Press,

. 1971), p. 56.

Kai Nielsen, "In Defense of Atheism", reprinted in Norman
O. Schedler ed., The Philosophy of Religion: Contemporary
Perspectives, (New York: Macmillan, 1974), p. 251.

John Hickd Faith and Knowledge, (2nd edition, 1966, Glasgow:
William ollins Sons, 1974), pp. 1 - 3. Hick refers to
this distinction as a distinction between "fiducia", trust
and "fides" as the cognition of the object of that trust.

Peter Winch, mMeaning and Religious Language", in Stuart C.

~ Brown ed., Reason and Religion, p. 201.

r

Peter Winch, ibid., p. 202.

Kenneth Sayre, "A Perceptual Model of Belief in God" in
Frederick J. Crosson ed., The Autonomy of Religious Belief,
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), p. 1l4.

Sayre for é%ample argues that if we construe belief in God

~on a referenfial medel ~then

...unless a given person believes in God
under a description that happens to be right,

.

v
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- then despite what he or she thinks about the
matter. the_person is simply wrong in thinking
the belief 4is in God. S50 unless that person
is an unusSually competent and confident theo-
logian (at least), he ought to respond to the
question whether he believes in God with a frank
and-honest, 'I don't really know'.

Kenneth Sayre, ibid., pp. 113 - 114, Taking a very different
line Wilfred C. Smith argues that "a great modern heresy of
the church is the heresy of believing. Not believing this or
that, but of believing as such. The view that to believe is
cf central significance - this is an aberration." See his
Belief and History, (Charlottesville, Virginia: University
of Virginia Press, 1977), p. V.

Richart Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1979), p. 3. :

For a regent discussion of foundationalism in the context

of a éritiqgue of phenomenalist theories of perceptual knowl-
edge, see Michael Williams, Groundless Belief, ({(New Haven,
Conn.: Yale University.Press, 1977), pp. 57/ - 58. Other
discussions of some aspects of foundationalism in the
philosophy of religion are Nicholas Wolterstorff, Reason
Within the Bounds of Religion, (Grand Rapids, Mich.: . W.B.
Erdman's, 1976), and Alvin Plantinga's articles "The Reformed
Objection to Natural Theology" in John B. Brough, Daniel O,
Dahlstrom and Henry B. Veatch eds., Philosophical Knowledge,
(Washington: - Catholic University of America Vol. LIV, 1980),
pp. 49 - 62 and "Is Belief in God Raticnal?" in Cornelius F.
Delaney ed., Rationality and Religious Belief, pp. 7 - 27.

Richard s. Swinburne, The Coherence of Theism, (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 1977). The second volume is

entitled The Existence of God, (Oxford: (%&ford University
]

Press, 1979). The third volume is tentathvely entitled,
Faith and Reason.

Richard S. Swinburne, The Coherence of Theism, p. 1.

The account I offer to explain the idea of a hierarchy or
order of justification among our beliefs does not differ

in essentials from that presented by Alvin Plantinga for

the idea of a.'"noetic structure". See his "The Reformed
Objection to Natural Theclogy" pp. 54 - 55, Such differences
as there are I will make clear at the appropriate place
below. : ’

Ninian Smart, "Truth and Religions" in John Hick ed., Truth
and Dialogue, (London: Sheldon Press, 1974), p. 54.
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Alvin Plantinga, "The Reformed Objection to Natural Theology",
p. 54. - ‘

Alvin Plantinga, ibid., p. 55.

On the considerable scope of this historical variation,

Basil Mitchell's comment in his summary of a colloguium on
the debate between the "Mythographers" and "Traditionalists"
about the meaning and status within the life of Christian
faith both historically and for the present of the doctrine
of Incarnation is instructive. He remarks that one of the
questions this controversy raised concerns whether there is

a "recognizable body of Christian doctrine which we can
distinguish and discuss; or are the various expressions

and formulations of Christian belief throughout the centuries
so diverse that almost all we can say about them is that

they proceeded from people who called themselves Christians?"
The debate in question was initiated by the publication a
collection of essays edited by John Hick, The Myth of God
Incarnate, (London: SCM Press, 1977). Basil Mitchell's
remark 1is from Michael Gouldner ed., Incarnation and Myth:
The Debate Continued, (London: SCM Press, 1979}, p. 236.

Donald A. Crosby, Interpretative Theories of Religion, (New
York: Mouton Publishers, 1981), p. 21. However, rather
than speaking of a "claim" that suggests that what is cen-
tral is some particular belief or doctrine, I would prefer
the phrase "judgement of the significance of a community's
alleged experience" to underline the fact that for parti-
cipants what is crucial is a certain sort of experience upon’
which their tradition has been centred, :

1

For an interesting discussion of the principles constitutive
of the transformations of meaning within a particular
religious tradition, see Peter Slater, The Dynamics of
Religion, (New York: Harper & Row, 1978), pp. 79 - 95.

Richard S. Swinburne, The Coherence of Theism, p. 6.

To say that such doctrines as the Trinity, Creation, Incar-
nation and so on are peripheral epistemologically is not
at all meant to preclude that Christians do not or cannot
rightly also consider them fundamental in other senses of
the word. Instead, it is to point out that these and other
similar products of theological reflection depend for their
Justification on other epistemologically more basic religious ,
and theological beliefs. ’

Alvin Plantinga, "The Refbrmed Ojbecéion to Natural Theology",
pP. 56.
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Alvin Plantinga, ibid., pp. 56 - 57.

'Below in section 5.21, I will explain in more detail how
- foundationalism, and attempts to establish the raticnality of

theological beliefs and meta—theologlcal skepticism are
linked.

Kai Nielsen, Contemporary Critiques of Religion, p. 56.

See Nielsen's comments on the theory of "factual intelli-
gibility" he and Flew share with Hick, Crombie and Wilson
in his "Empiricism, Theoretical Constructs and God", The

‘Journal of Religion, 54(1974), pp. 207 - 209. C

John Hick, "Forward" to Wilfred C. Smith's The Meaning and
End of Religion, (New York: Harper & Row, 1962, 1978),
P. XV. e

-

Swinburne describes the program for his first volume of his
trilogy of works in philosophical theology as a matter of
showing "whether it is possible for the religious man to
have the relationship, /to God in Chrlst7, he claims.”

The Coherence of Theism, p. 3. The material is square
brackets is my own addition. )

Richard S. Swinburne, The Existence of God, p. 1.

Richard S. Swinburne, ibid., pp. 1, 191, 2.

I will consider below in section 5.20 the possible objection
that doubts about the rationality of theological beliefs
need not arise within a foundationalist framework.

Wilfred C. Smith, Belief and History, pp. 4 - 5,

Peter Donovan, Rellglous Language, (London: Sheldon Press,
1976), p. 107. ‘

I think it is not surprising that the adoption of a founda-
tionalist perspective in the context of philosophy of
religion is itself a function of the need to respond to a
radical skepticism regarding theological beliefs about God.
As Michael Williams has explained, "epistemological theories
are best seen as offering different ways of responding to
the threat of radical skepticism"; regarding knowledge
generally,

The threat of skepticism actually arises on two
distinct levels. At the first level, it arises
to compel the adoption of the foundationalist
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-view; for the claim that, if there were no
epistemologically basic beliefs, knowledge
could never get off the ground, or the
claim that one would be 'justified' in
believing anything at all threatens us with
- a skepticism so all-corroding as to truly
deserve the epithet 'radical’. However,
having once accepted the idea that there
must be a foundation for knowledge, we are
faced with the problem of explaining how
our chosen foundation could possibly function
as such. This is the point at which we seem
compelled to choose between the familiar
options; direct realism, reductionism...and
'the scientific' approach. The task is made
pressing by the skeptic's claim that we are
doomed to failure. Thus the respite from
skepticism afforded by the recognition of
epistemologically basic knowledge threatens
to be short-lived; for having once accepted
the foundational view we become vulnerable
to one form or another of the skeptical
argument.

Michael Williams, Groundless Belief, pp. 22 ~ 23.

Kai Nielsen, Contemporary Critiques of Religion, pp. 1 - 2.
Speaking of his own work and in his judgement, the work
also of J.N. Findlay, P. Edwards,; B.A. Farrell, R. Hepburn,

C.B. Martin and W. Matson, Nielsen remarks that,

Much contemporary analytic work in the
philosophy of religion has abandoned any
attempt to find a general meaning criterion -
in virtue.of which the putative truth-claims
of religion can be shown to be intelligible
or incoherent and has gone instead into the
detail of actual theological argument in an
attempt to establish the incoherence’or at
least the baselessness of religious and
theological claims. p. 114, L .
Ian M. Crombie, "The Possibility of Theological Statements",
reprinted in Basil Mitchell ed., The Philosophy of Religion,
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), pp. 26 - 27.
Elsewhere, Crombie no doubt speaks for many sympathetic
philosophical theologians when he comments that "Religion
has indeed its problems; but it is useless to consider t
outside their religious context. Seen as a whole religyon
makes rough sense, though it does not make limpidity."
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"Theology and Falsification" in Antony Flew and Alasdair
MacIntyre eds., New Essays in Philosophical Theclogy, (London:
SCM Press, 1963), p. 130, Suffice it to say that there is
much truth in Crombie's lament. But the major "problefus"
confronting religion are due to the foundationalist per-.
spective in which phllosophlcal reflection has been con-

ducted upon it.

. . .
/ . .




Chapter 5: Undermining Foundationalism ia Analytic Philosophy
' . of Religion I

1

5.19 Are There Epistemologically Basic Beliefs?

"In what follows, I do not;intend to take issue with the
pérticular aetails of Swinburne's work, or for that matter, the -
details of the work of other analytic philosophers of religion
that if répresents. To repeat, my centrai concern is ﬁo remove
the obstacles represented by either version of meta-theoclogical
skepticism that threaten to block or 1mpede a consideration of
the guestion of truth in and among religions. To accomplish
this end, I have suggested that it is hecessary-for philosophers
of religion to recognize the neeéd to learn to set aside the
pervasive perspective afforded by Ehe foundationalist theory of
the stfucture of the justification of our beliefs. The reason
for.this is that both versions 5f me#a—theological skepticism
in fact presuppose it. Hence, those détails of the work of
_particular analytic philosophers of religion I will discuss
wili be selected as_illustrative of the debilitating effects
of foundationalism in the philosophy of religion.-l

But to undertake the task of undermining founda-

tionalism in this context, I begin by suggesting and clarifying
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a question that will serve to guide the enéﬁing discussion. In
this respect Michael Williams' reason for his judgement about.
the bleak prospecfs for meeting theJCharge of radicallskepticism
that can be raised against empirical knowledge generélly by
adopting a foundationalist view of justification offers a use-
f%ééclue. He notes that the problem with a foundationalist
resggnse to such a‘skepticisﬁ is that "once we give'inrto the
ide%‘ﬁhat empirical knowledge needs to be placed on a founda-

tion' we become vulnerable to skeptical attack.“2 As I will

Ly

argue in this chapter, I think his remark applies equally and
with the same %orce to the question of tne possibility'éf
religious knowledge. Once we give in to the idea that the
ratibnality of belief in God must be established in terms of a .
class of epistemologically basic beliefs then I submit that some
versisp of.meta-theological skepticism is inescapablet But, as.
will also become apparent, the main problem fér either version
of,méta;theological skepticism is that this foundationalist

view about how the rationality of theol&gicil beliefs must be
established is mistaken.

To explain, in this context I think that the following
quéstion will prove particularly useful for undermining the
foundationalist presupposiﬁiohs I consider arerpresupposed by
either Q;rsion of meta-theological ékepticism. ‘Must funda-
mental and logically central theological beliefs about, the

existence of God be justifiable in terms of a class of beliefs
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that satisfy certain general conditions of rational basicality
that are considered v;lid independent of particular contexts
of inquiry in order tp.be considered rationally warranted?

As I will show below, f4irst, the view that the rationality of
theological beliefs must be established in this way is shared
by both meta-theological sﬁeptics and apologists., Second, if
is ﬁistaken because it is mistaken to hold that theré-can be
any properly basic beliefs in the requisite foundationalist
sense, JBut for the moment, I am content to clarify the import
of this question. .

I note at the outset that I do not intend to offer a
justification for any particular theological belief. Rather
this question is intended to focus our ;ttenfion on the prior
issue reQa;ding what it is that is involved when an account of
the rationaliﬁy.of tﬁeological beliefs is requested. Restricting
my attention to the work of recent analytic philosophers of
religion, I mean to be understood as providing a critique of
the way the éloblem of what-it is to provide a justification
of the rétionality of theological beliefs has beep construed
thus(far. . ‘

This orientation is consonant with the objective of
the critique I have been conducting. Agaiﬁ( this objective
' consiété‘in the removal of theoretical obstacles to a reflection

upon the question of the truth of the beliefs and judgements

of significance involved in a religious faith. I seek to
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accomplish this objective by severing the close link between the
dominant view of the main aim of the philosopher in this enter-
prise and a radical skepticism or suSpicion about the rationality
of religious and tﬁeologi&al beliefs. . I believe thatlthis link is
itself sustained by the foundationalist project of elaborating
a set of general cqnditions of rational bas}caiity and using
them'as a standard against which to evaluate the legitimacy
of a set of cultural expressions. It is thié project itself,
that I mean to call in question.

As we have seen, according to the dominant view, the
role of a philosopher of religion i; not restricted to a
'descPE%;ive analysis of the language in which fundamental
theolog'cal beliefs about God are e;pressed. Nor is his ox her
role restricted to an analysis of the modes of reasoning used
by theclogians and reflective believers generally. Rather, the
philosopher's concern is with the critical evaluation of theo-
logical language and belieﬁs conducted with an eye to non-
religious alternatives. This concern is typically construed
as an attempt to confirm, assuage or neutralize the suspicion
that fundamental theological beliefs about God are not capable
of being considered rationallf‘warranted.

This suspicion manifests itself in either of two
versions of meta-theological skepticism. According to tﬁe
first version of meta—theologica; skepticisﬁ, sentences pur-

porting to assert a belief in.the existence of God are not
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"6ognitively meaningfﬁi because these alleged beliefs are not
in principile verifiable,or’falsifiable by any empirical state
of affairs, According to the second version of meta-theo-
'logical skepticism, theological belief? about God are not '~
rationally justifiable because the juétificafion of these
beliefs takes place only within the context of a particular
religious faith and its cumulative hi;torical tradition. If
either of these versions of the critique oﬁ validity are
acceptable, it implies that theological beliefs about God are
not legitimate candidates for truth and falsity. As such, the
secondary theological beliefs and religious pradtices that pre-
suppose them are without a proper foundaﬁlon and so the system
of beliefs and practices as a whole fails of rationality.

But, in this chapter, I argue that apféy presupposition
shared by both of these versions of the critique of validity is
mistéken. This presupposition consists in the general founda;

tionaligk account of the structure of the justification of our

-

beliefs that forms the background for this critigue. In par-

ticular, according to foundationalism, the structure of the’
justification of our beliefs generaily is hierarchical and

£eposes ultimately fpon properly foundational or epistemologically
basic beligfé. A b;lief or class ofbbeliefs is properly founda-
tional or epistemoib@iCally basic just if their justification

is privileged in the sense that it does not‘presuppose the

truth of any non-basic beliefs. 1In addition, as a normative
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theory of justification, .foundationalist theories stipulate

-

general conditions of rational basicality. Conditions

r

of rational‘Basicality explain when we are rationally'warranted

in considering that a belief,qualifieé as properly féundational
or privileged within a system of beliefs.

I submit that both versions of me;a*theological
skeptic{sm pdse the challenge to ‘the ration;lity of theological
beliefs they do because of a tacit commitment to foundationalism.

Both Qersions assume that there are certaiﬁ geﬁeral conditions
cof rational bésicality characteristic of properly fouﬁdational B
beliefs. The first Qersion of'meta-theological skepticism in- .
volves the view that the cogpgtive meaning of putative theological

beliefs must be specified in terms of episteﬁologically basic

beliefs, beliefs that are in principle verifiable or falsi-

. fiable on empirical grounds alone. Since the cognitive meaning

of sentences purportedly asserting theological beliefs cannot
be specified in terms of empirical beliefs of this sort, these
sentences are allegedly cognitively meaningless. The second
version .of meta-theological skepticism'also involves the viewvh
that tﬁe justification of theological beliefs mostlrepose upon

epistemologically basic beliefs, beliefs whose justification does not

presuppose any other beliefs. Since the. justification of

o
theological beliefs in a process of reasoning from signs in
theology is contextQHependent, these beliefs cannot be con--

sidered rationally justifiable.
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But as I hope to show, it is this foundationalist
account of the structure of the justification of our beliefs
that is misﬁakén. In particular, it is mistaken to suppose
that there is or must be a class of epistemologically basic
beliefs identified by general conditions of rational basicality
apd considered valid as the proper foundation for our knowledge
i;éependent of all particular contexts of inquiry. Since a
foundationalist theory of justification encoahters crippling
difficulties of its own and since both versions of meta-
theological Skepticism pfesuppose its acceptability, I maintain
that the challenge posed to the rationality of theological
beliefs by either version of meta—;heological skepticism is not
warranéed. The believer does not deserve censure for a failure
of rationality becausé he cannot show how his theological
beliéfs are justifiable ih.terms of a class 6f properly founda-
tional beliefs., The reason is that, against foundationalism,
it is implausiblg to believe that there can be any éroperly
foundational beliefs.

If this argument is sound, it implieé that it is
not necessarily a defect and so indicative.of a failure of
rationality to acknowledge that the justification of theo-
logical beliefs presupposes the context afforded by a particular
religious faith and its cumulative historical tradition. In

e—

other words, the recognition of the context-dependent character

of the justification of theological beliefs in reasoning from
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signs in theology does nof warrant, by itselﬂ the'general
suspicion that these beliefs'are not raéionally justifiable.3
It is in this fashion, that I propose to remove the final
theoretical barrier against considering se;iously the quesE}on
of truth in and among religions.

In the service of developing tﬁfgfglgument in
detail, in section 5.20 I anticipate and discuss. three possible 5
objections that some might ®onsider to militate against the need &
for the kind of critique I intend to conducﬁ. In section 5.21
I examiné,in more detail, the link between a foundationalist

a

theory of justification and both versions of meta-theological ;//“—
'skepticism. 1In brief, this link consists in the view that the = -
rationality of theoiogical beliefs musf be established by N :
v L
. showing how these beliefs-are justifiable in terms of a claéé ﬂ
of'epistemologically bific beliefs.’ Whether these beliefs are
described as beliefs about observations, stfaightforwardly
empirical beliefs or Simply nén:;eligious beliefs, they are
considered epistemologically basic in the senée that their
jdstification does not presuppose ény non-basic theological
beliefs. Finallx in s%étion 5.22,.I.examinq in summary-form,
some of the main criticisms of foundationalism as a general
theory of the structure of the justification of our beliefs.
The substance of these criticisms suggests that it is implausible
to hold that theré can be any class of beliefs that are -
unqualifiedly epis£émologically bésic in the réquisite fbundation-

alist sense.
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One way of interpreting the kind of critique .I am
. . k]

proposing is to think of it as a qritique of the way the
b‘ .

problem of what it is to pro¥ide an account gf the rationality

1)

of theological beliefs has been understood thus far. In fact,
note that if this critique‘is successful, it might persuade
sole philosophers that it is important to consider a-logically

prior issue. This issue would be a question about how to

<

address questions of the meaning and truth of rival judgements
of significance involved in the practiegxof different religiocus

faiths in the first place. For example, in the absence df a4

foundatlonal1sE_EE£§gept1ve, dealing with this questlon may

involve the difficult tagk of rewfhlnklng the relationship

between phllOSOphlcal thinking and rellglops faith. Mini-

mally, however, it.may in¥olve the sympathetic attempt to
. \
understand the believe%fs own interpretation of the relation

between his religious language and beliefs and the "exéerienee
of faith" of which the_former is the "expressive system" on
its own terms.? | . v
But SOme,philosephers might resist these suggestions-
; - - - :
for one of three reasons. First, witﬁ Dallas High, some
phildsophers might maintain that sﬁrely we can now "get on"

w1th "the mapplng of - the loglc of religious language“ and
L

"display cohstructlvely the various features of religious

-

-
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lénguage as- it is iived," This view, perhaps inspired by the
later work of Wittgenstein, might be offered on Ehe‘ground

. I3 -
that "restrictive theories of meaning no longer have an

essential cash—value".5

. . Secohd, others ﬁight‘contend that it is eﬁough to
amend some bf.thé presuppositions characteristic of the con-
duct of'analytic philosophy of religion. rfoi example, they
might propose that we consider broadening the concepts of
experience -and interpretation in wayé advocated by philoéophers
outside this- style of philosophical reflectién sucﬁ as Husserl
or Hegel. . '

Third and'most important, witﬁ Kai'Nié%éeh other
philosophers would protest that even though analytic - philosophy
of feligion as‘character%zed abéve, can be fitted into the
foundationalist model and is usually understood in this
fashioh, nevertheless meta-theological skepticism need not
oniy arise within this framework. In particular, it might be
contended that one need not embrace foundationalism in order
to harbour doubté about the intelligibility of théological
beliefs. After all, to accept Heimbeck's "semantic solution"
to the effect that the necessary and sufficienﬁ conditions of.
cognitiée meaning for senfences are that the sentences in
question ﬁave loéical entailments and incompatibles‘is not
partibularly helpful for clarifying the meaning of theélogiégi

-sentences. For example,
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it will not...help to say that we know

what it would be like to disconfirm (say)

'God loves mankind', namely that it can be

noted whether God hates mankind, for if ‘we

have trouble understanding what we are

talking about when we are talking about

God loving mankind, we are going to have

as much trouble understanding 'God hates »
mankind'.® '

Moreover, fhe questions raised by a skeptic about the intélli—
gibility of theologiﬁal claims are questions that ordinaxy
people, iﬁcluding believers, often askiquite apart fromlor
"in.gomplete innocence of philosophical foundations for or

~ against religious belief".7 I consider each of these objections
briefly.

However laudable High's suggestion about "getting

cn with ﬁapping the logié’of'religious langwage" may be, I
think in the end it lacks force. It l;cks férce unless it can
be.demonStrated either that the critiques that appeal to these
"restrictive theories" can be met or that the epistemological
framework generating such critiques and sustaining the main f
aim and role of a philosopher of religion who develops,
responds té or seekéégpiby—paSS them are mistaken. As we have
seen, the former option has not proved entirely successful., I
say phis despite the fact that I have expressed my agreement
with the subgtance of Heimbeck's counter-critiqﬁe and have
argued that ﬁhe guestion of truth in religion can no longer

be postponed for this reason. But even if meta-theological

skepticism couched in terms of a theory of cognitive meaning
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can be‘met, a second version 6f’meta¥theological skepticism
arises. This second version focuses on the manner in which"
theological beliefs are allegedly justified in reasoning from
_éigns in theology. Hence, to deal with the second version of
meta-theological skepticism that is horg far-reaching and is
unaffécted by the d;mise of the first version, I have urged
the need for a more radical alternative. Again, this alterf/////
native consists in a critique of the foundationalist epistem-
ologicél framework both versions,I have suggested, presuppose.
As for the second contention, I ﬂave attempted to
clarify to a degree the sense of "experience" and "interpretation"
that are involved in inferences to the truth of theologiéal
beliefs from judgements of the significance of a believer's
alleged experience of God. Nevertheless, it is clear that no
amount of tinkering with theése éohcepts will be sufficient by
itself to assuage so radical é suspicion. The susbicion in
question threatens the very possibility.of the project of

justifying the truth of theological beliefs in reaSoning rom

-~
-

signs in theology. Speaking with the flrst version of meta-
theclogical skepticism in mind, Garceau is qulte rlght t
maintain that it is doubtful:

whether the debate on God-talk gains much d
by opposing to the radical questioning of

religious language by logical empiricism a

minimal hypothesis about religion, to the

effect that it consists in a set of beliefs,

held by some to be expressible by mere per-
formatives, and by others to be expressible

also by declaratives.

P N
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This should be clear because the suspicion manifested in

either version of meta-theological skepticism refers to religious

and fheological language considered as a.whole. - Hence, it is

unlikely that any piecemeal analysis of selected statements of

theological belief, however fundamentél these are alleged to

be, will be sufficient to counter iﬁ. . _ ' RS
As for the third objection I think Nielsen is quite

riéht to reje@ﬁ Heiﬁbeck's "semantic" .solution as a useful way

of clarifying the meaning of thecological claims. 'for this

purpose, it is not helpfﬁl.9 IH addition, he is quite right to

point out that concerns about the intelligibility and truth

of traditional forms of religious and theolog%gal belief are

not the preserve of skeptical philosophers alone. These con-

cerns canféhd do arise among believers themselves within the

context of the practice'of.their faitﬁ; It is true.for

instance, that during.this century, "Christian beliefs have

indeed become meéﬁingless to a large number of Westerners and

false for many others.“10

But the challenge posed by meta-
theological skepticism as a critique of the validity of
theological language ahd belief cuts deeper than a request to
clarify for the perplexed. "What is it or who is it that is
this being of infinite love, mercy, power and understanding of
whom we stand in need?"ll In particular, it. involves a

request of the believer to provide an "empirical anchorage"

for their beliefs that 'is specified in terms of some "unequivocally

Y
i
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empirical state of affairs", -

Y

++.50 that we can distinguish the conditions
under which we would be justified in asserting
that there is an infinite saviour transcendent
to the wo?ld and the conditions under which we
would pot be justified in making such a putative
assertion. :
It is the failure to provide an "empirical anchorage" iﬂ this
manner that grounds his reiterated contention "that key
reiigious utterances are véry like idéologicél utterances and
that religion is ideology."l3 ’
Néw‘as the cited passage indicates,‘according to
Nielsen the project of providing aﬁ "empirical.anchoragé"rfor
theological beliefs about God ié-entaﬁéled wiﬁh considerations
about when a person wouldlbe considered justified in aéserting
that these beliefs are true. As such, the thesis is implied
that unless we can do this in terms of a class of-beliefs‘that
ao not themselves presuppose a reéoursé to any other religious
or theoiogical beliefs, then the beliefs.abou£ God in questionl
fail of cognitive meaning and the system of beliefs and
practices as a whole fafls of ratiénality. But, to hold that these
aamaéing implications follow, presumes that there is a
class of beliefs,'beliefs about "unequivocally empirical
states of affairs", that can function as rationally basic or
properly foundational in the structure of the justification
of our,beliefé. In addition, it is also to presume that the

rational credentials of theological beliefs are to be assessed

™~

N
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in terms of whether they are justifiable by recourse to beliefs

that belongin the class of ratichally basic beliefs. In a
..J-"'/-.

word, I submit that if meta-theological skepticism is to be

construed as a critique of the validity of theological language

and belief then it is in this sense that it presupposes a

commitment to a foundationalist theory of justification.

In fact, to advocate the need to set ‘aside tﬁe.
currently ;efvasive fdundationalist perspective in wbich this
type of critique arises, is precisely to argue for the need-
to sever the close link betweep.this perspective and the
aforementioned suspiéion that is most'readilylapparent in the
radical chafge of the cognitive meaninglesSneés of theological

20y

language. Indeed, so central has this suspicion been that for

many analytic philosophers of religion the role of the \\

AN

philosopher of religion is thought to consist chiéfly in the
analysis of key theological sentences and bellefs about God
and their alleged relatlonshlp with experience. The main pre-
occupation of this study has centred on the attempt to confirm,
refute'or neutréiize the radical suspicion that these sentences .
and beliefs are invalid. It is to accomplish this end by
evaluating the coherence and truth of these sentences and the
beliefs-they purport to .express in order to determine whether
these theological sentences and beliefs about God are justl—
fiable in terms of a class of properly foundational bellefs.
The result of this study will be to resolve the

questi?n of whether these logically central beliefs about
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' God are capable of supporting the surrounding edifice of
secondary religious and theological beliefs and so justify the
rationality of  the religibus practices that presuppose themn.
It is this foundationalist perspective that forms the back- -
ground for understanding the view, shared by many analytic
philosophers of relidion, that it is the main task of a philosophy
of reiigion to "evaluate or judge of the case for or against
religion by elucidating the logical structure of the discipliné
in question.“l4 |
Hence in proposing a critique oriented towards;unde£~
mining foundationalism in the philoséphy of religion, .I ém not
propdéing'merely a need for amending cgftain aésumptions
characteristic of the current conductlof pafticular examples
of the work of analytic ‘philosophers in this afea.. Again, the.
line of criticism I intend to pursue refers to a critiqué of
the very horizon or framework implicitly sustaining this view
about what a philosophy of religion amounts to. In this
respect, as I have noted above, the consensus that the place .
to begin in the cdnduct of a philosophy of religion is with
the issues concerning the validity of theological language
and belief.betrayS'the presénce of a deeper consensué. This
deeper consensus receives expressioﬁ in the view that the

attempt to deal with this suspicion is the central pre-occupation

Ld
of the philosopher of religion. Moreover, as I will explain in the
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next section, I think that this deeper consensus consists in
a4 certain mistaken view.about how the rationality of theo-

logical beliefs must, be established. "

5.21 Foundationalism and Showing the Rationality of Theological
Beliefs

In section 5.19,I maintained that both versions of

meta-theological skepticism presuppose a commitment to a

. foundationalist theory of justification.  In particular, I think

both of these versions of the critique of.validify involve

the key foundationalist éssumption that there is a claés of
epistemologically basic beliefs that constitute the proper
foundation for the justification of our beliefs regardless .
of particular contexts of inquiry. 1In addition, both Qersions
of meta-theological ékepticism maintain that the belief "that

there is a God" is not justifiable in terms of members of the

.class of properly foundational beliefs. But, in this section,

I intend to explain why it is that many apologists and skeptics
among analytic philosophers of religion are in agreement about
how the rationality of theological beliefs is to be established.

In particular, I think it is begcadse both groups accept the

view that the rationality of theological beliefs must be
esgablished by showing how they are justifiable in terms of
a class of beliefs that, relative to theological beliefs, are

epistemologically basic.



—

220

To secure this objective, I begin by noting that if

some version of a'fouﬁdationalist theory of justification were .
acceptable, it would imply th;t there is a class of privileged
epistemologically basic beliefs identifiable by means of some-
particular conditiorns of rational basicality. Qua founda-
tional, the justification of epistemologically basic beliefs
is privi;eged in the sense that it does not presuppose any
other beliefs. The justification of epistemologically basic
beliefs depends in some way directly upon‘experlence In
addltlon, this class of beliefs would serve as therroper
foundation for the justification of the rest of our non-basic .
beliefs regardless of particular contexts of inquiry.' Con-
versely, the justification of any other nOn;basic beliefs we
: hold would be'rationally warranted to the degreé,that.noh—
basic beliefs are justifiable in some way in terms of the class
of epiStemologiéaily basic beliefs.

| Hence, giveh this framework, if wé harbour doubts
‘about the rationality of a particular belief or seﬁ:of beliefs
then two straéegies‘are-réadily available fo? respoﬁding to
these doubts. First, we could argue thét the beliefs, in ques-
tion, can be justified_directly in terms of a class of beliefs
that are epistemologically basic. Second, we could argue that
the beliefs, in question, can be justified indirectly from an
in£ermediary class of beliefs that, themselves, can be justified
directly in terms of a class of beliefs that are epistemologicaliy

ba_sic.15
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Agaiﬁ, within this framework, there hamg been-
apologiéts for the rétionality of théological beliefs among
analytic philosophers of religion who have advocated each of
these strategies. Moreover, I maintain that as long as we
retain the assumption that.the,;ationality.pf a belief in God
must be established by determining how these beliefs are justi-
fiable in terms of a class of epistemologically basic beliefs
then some version of meta—theologicai skepticism is inescapable.
\Béginning with the second strategy, I consider each briefly and
show how the apparent or putative failure of each s;rategy
spawns its own related.version of meté:theological skepticism.

— As we have seen16

, Heimbeck is an exponent of the
second strategy for establishing the rationality of theological
be;iefs. He does not attempt to show how beliefs about God are
justifiéble directly in terms of a class of epistemologically
basic beliefs. According to Heimbeck, category & theological
beliefs such as "there is a God", "God loves all humén beipgs"
-or "God ié transcendent to the universe" are in fact the result
of complex inferences from lower-level category B theolqgical
beliefs. Category B theological beliefs record béliefs about
the relationship and involvement of God with partiecular events
and human experiences in this world. He considers that a

prime example of this lower level type of theological belief

is the beiief that "God raised Jesus of Nagzareth from the dead
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.near Jerusalem at time TZJ. Beliefs of this §ort, thaE are -
memﬁers'of the intermediary class of category:B theo}ogicai
beliefs, are themselves justifiable if they cén be inferred

in a process of reasoning from signs in theo{ogf‘from beliefs
that can be justified directly upon empirical grounds alone.
The beliefs Heimbeck alleges.as the foundation for inferences
in theology are beliefs about the life, words, deedé and death
of Jesus as recorded for iﬁstance in the Gospels. ;This set

of beiiefg can be considered epistemologically basic, relative
to the systeﬁ of category A and B theological beliefs$s con-
stig;ting classical  Christian theism,becauée t@eir justifi—
cation does not presuppose ahy other less-basic cateéofy A or

B theological b'eliefs;17

-But as I have arguedla, this indirect attempt to
éstablish'the rationality of theological beliefs fdughers on
the discovery of the contéxt—dependent'character'of reasoning
from'signs in theology. Against Heimbeck, I have maintained

' that category B theological beliefs are not justifiable in
terms of a class of beliefs themselves justifiable on empirical
grounds alone, without theological presuppositions. Category
B theological beliefs are justifiable only upon the basis of
interpreted experiences.and phenomena that presuppose the
"context provided by a particular religious faith and its cumu-
lative historical tradition,if they aré to be consi@ered as
signs of the relevant sort. Hence, the beliefs about Jesus

1

hl
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that Heimbeck alléges are properly foundationai cannot blaf
.the role assigned to them in the justification of a system
of theological beliefs. I have referred £o this critiquejas
‘a seconé version 6f meta~theological skepticism because it
challenges the wvalidity of theological beliefs in the following
manner. This version claims that the justification of theo-
logical beliefs, whether pategbry A or B, cannot be con- -
sidered rationally warranted because the manner in which they
afe allegedly justified does not repgse upon a class of
. p%opaaly foundatiqnal bgliefs. It_dges not repose, that is,
upon a class of beliefs justifiable ih some way directly upon
experiencé without presupposing any other léss basic religious
or theological beliefs. | ' ﬂ

By far the most popular ‘strategy for establishing
the rationality of theological beliefs, within this epistém-
6logical framework ho&ever; has been the first strategy.19
Again, this first strategy seeks to establish the rationality
of theolégical belieﬁs by showing how the cognitive meaning
of these beliéfs can be specified directly in terms of a class
of Eeliefs that can be regarded as eﬁistemologically basic.
So, speaking wiéh Hick, Crombie and Wilson in mind, Kai Nielsen .
has described their efforts as a matter of focusing upoh the
"confirmation of certain key religious claims" in order "to
specify certéin experienceable states which, if they were

actually to transpire,would count for theism and against
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0 . : AT :
n Furthermore, as is evident in his discussion of

~atheism.
ﬁﬁgo Meynell's attempt to comply with this particular require-
ment, not any particula¥ "experienceable states" will do. For
example, Nielsen argues that to offer "the believer's experience
of God's graciousness in his own life" as confirming evidence
‘for the putative truth-claims about the reality or providential
.care of God is in fact gquestion-begging. It is question-
begging unless Weréan préﬁidé some Jiﬁdepeﬁdeﬁt aﬁd purely
empirical specification df the particular state of affairs

. . . . 21
covered by 'God's graciousness in his own life.'"

'/ Nor, given this framework, is Nielsen's objection off

. -4
the mark. After all, those who adopt this direct strategy are
engaged in a project'of establishing the rationality of

theological beliefs by showing how beliefs about God are

-

justifiable, (confirmable or infirmable in principle), in

terms of a class of beliefs about some "unequivocally empiri-
%al state of affairs." If we cannot speci?y the cognitive |
meaning of theological beliefs in terms of a set of beliefs

of fhis sort then, again, as Nielsen remarks, "the putafive

state of affairs appealed to, /Meynell's "experience of God's
graciodsness:7, "will have a similar problematic status and

we shall still have our initial difficulties in understanding."22
Hence, relative to putative theological beliefs about God, the
class of beliefs about some "unequivocally empirical state of

affairs" can be regarded.as epistemologically basic in the
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.foliowing'manner. The cognitive meaning of beliefs of this

.. - 9 . .
latter sort is unproblefiatic because we can specify‘their

cognitive meaning in non-religious or non-theological terms.

-~

As such, ifrwe could specify the coghitive meaning of putative

theological beliefs in %erms of peﬁbers of this class of beliggj _\?

we would-have succeeded in doiné so without presupposing the

. - -
cognitive meaningfulness of any religious or theological

beliefs.

But, the direét attempt to egtablish the rationality
of theological beliefs cannot succeed. Indeed, any attempt
to determine the cognitive meaning of theolqgiéal beliefs in
terms of a set of "non-religious straightforwardly empirical
'statéments" appears to end in failure. Again, following
Nielsgn, his'counterfstrategy with philosopheré of religion
who adéﬁﬁ this approach:

"
. ...has been simply to track down their
varied and often subtle claims to have .
described a conceiveable experienceable N
turn of events which could count for the )
truth of theism and'against atheism. If
my arguments have been correct, they have
not succeeded in doing that; they have
not succeeded in showing that there is
a God' and 'there is no God'...are not
equally incompatiblq with any and every
conceivable experienceable turn of
events thaE might, logically might
transpire, 3 ' *
It is as a consequence of the .alleged failure of this first

direct strategy that the first version of meta-theological
L, ] .
skepticism emerges as-a challenge to the rationality of

P

\



N - 226
’
theologicallbeliefs.24 If the cognitive meaning of sentences
proporting to assert\theoloéical beliefs about God cannoct be
specified in terms of beliefs that are confirmable or infirm-
able in'priﬁciple on empifical grounds aione, (and so do not
presuppose the cognitive meaningfulness of'any other putative
'thealogiéal beliefs}, then theological sentences are cogni-
tively meaningless., |
In sum, I think it worthwhile to.poiht out several
things that both of the strategies-for-establisbing tﬁg
. rationality of\theological beliefs and both versiOns of the
critique of validity have {n coﬁmon. Considering the tﬁo
stfétegig;/fﬁhote first, that both of them treat whét is central
to the practice of Christian religious féith as if, it con—
sisted fundamentally in holding a set of beliefs about God.
Second, both strategies regard beiiefs about God és non-basic
_beliefs that seek admittance within the system of beliefs,
;_d,%pnstituting our’ knowledge as a whole. Most.analytic ph?los—
__ophers of religion dé\hot consider that minimal theological
ﬁeliefs are themselves epistemologically basic beliefs. The
belief that "there is a-God“ hardly seems to be intrinsically
credible or privileged and so seems to require some sort of

justification.25 As such} third, both strategies presume

that if these non-basic beliefs are ‘to be considered rationally

la

warranted- then they must be justifiable either directly or

indirectly in terms of a class of "hon-religious straight-
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forwardly empirical.beliefs". What is important about this
latter class 6f beliefs is not so much its content. What is
important ébout it is that,rélative to non-basic theological -
beliefs, it,caﬂ function as a class bf epistemologically
basic beliefs in the following sense. Again, since members
of this cldss of beliefs are confirmable or infirmable in
principle on empirical grounds alone, their justification can
be accbmplishea without presupposing any less basic theological
beliefs whose ratlonal status is as yet in gquestion.

But the apparent failure of both of these strategies

to establish how theological beliefs.are justifiable either

directly or indirectly in terms of epistemologically basic

we

beliefs, as we have seen, issues in its own version of meta-
theological skepticism. If we adopt the sécond indirect
strategy, theological beliefs appear -to fail of rationality
because the.justification of'theological beliefs whether
tategdry A or B is context-dependent. The justification of
theological beliefs, in other words, cannot be accomplished in
terms of a class of eplstemologlcally basic beliefs that do
not themsgiwe; presuppose other non-basic theologlcal beliefs.
Conversely, if we adopt the first direct strategy, theological
. beliefs again appear to fail of rétionality because ‘the
cogniti&e ﬁeaning of putative theolqgical beliefs cannot be
specifié& in terms of beliefs that are justifiable,‘(confirmable-

or infirmable in principle), on empirical grounds aleone. 1In



. 228

other words, the cognitive meaﬁing of sentences allegedly
asserting theological beliefs cannot be determiﬁed in terms of
a-class of epistemologically basic beliefs that do not them-
selves presuppose the céénitive meaningfulness.of other equally
non-basic theological beliefs.

But, the key point is that both of these strategies
and both versions of meta-theological skepticism their apparent
failure occasions presuppose a commitment to some version of
foundationalism. In particular, both apologists and meta-
.theological skeptics are committed to the view that the
structure of the justification of our beliefs, theoclogical
beliefs included, reposes ultimately upon epistemologically
basic beliefs. As such, they hold that the rationality of
théological beliefs must be established by showing how these
. beliefs are justifiable, somehow, in terms of a class of beliefs
‘that themselves presuppose no other non-basic theological
beliefs. The link between a Eoundationalist theory of the
structure of the justification of our beliefs and either
version of meta-theological skepticism comes to this. As we
have seen, it is the tacit acdeptance of the second thesis
characteristic of foundationalism that suggests the two
strategies available for establishing the rationality of
theological beliefs in the first 'place. .Moreover,given the

apparent failure of these strategies to establish how theo-

logical beliefs are justifiable directly or indirectly in



229

terms of a clasiigf beliefs that involve no other non-basic
theolbéiéél presuppositions, then some version of meta-
théological skepticism emerges as a challenge to the ratio;ality
of theological beliefs, I submit that either version of meta-
tﬁeological skepticism presupposes a commitment to the founda-
tionalist framework in this sense. Both of these critigues
of the validity of theolog;cal beliefs maintain that unless
the rationality of theological beliefs can be established in
terms of A class of beliefs that are properly foundational or
rationally basic, then theological beliefs fail of rationalit;.
Nevertheless, whethér we judge that the two strategies
outlined above succeed or fail, I will argue that it is the
" view, that the rationality of theological beliefs must be
established in this fashion,thét is fundamentally mistaken.
In particular, it is mistaken to hold that there is or must be
a élass of epistemological beliefs, identifiable according to
certain general conditions of rational basicality that
serve as the proper foundation for our knowledge independent
‘of all particular contexts of inquiry. The key foundationalist
thegis tacitly accepted among apologists and meta—thedlogical
skeptics is that the beliefs constituting our knowledge must
rest upon epistemologically basic beliefs, if they are to be
considered- rationally warranted. Moreover, it is just this

thesis that has been powerfully criticized. If these

criticisms are sound; if it is implausible to hold that there

&



230

is or must be a class of epistemologicaily basic beliefs as the
foundation of our knowledge, then it is hardly a defect meriting
censure for a failure of ratiénality to hold th;t theological
beliefs are ndt justifiable in terms of them. ©Not only are
theological beliefs not justifiabfe in this manner, it is

unreasonable to hgld that they must be in order to be con-

sidered rationally warranted.

'5.22 Problems for the Foundationalist Theory of Justification

As I have said, the foundationalist theory of justi-

fication has been submitted to critique by a number of philos-
!

Opherf in recent years. 26 The central thrust of these
criticisms has been stated recently by John Kekes. He writes:

. .that the basic beliefs required by
foundationalism turn out to be no more
privileged and have no better justifica-
tion than many other beliefs. The
Cartesian clear and distinct ideas, self-
evidence, the 'given' of empiricism, the
phenomenological intuition of essence,
the protocol sentences of early logical
positivism, the sense-data of phenomenalism,
the incorrigible avowals of Wittgenstein,
all lack the joint qualification of re-
guiring no further justification and of
other beliefs being justified with reference
to them. Nor is there any method, standard
or rule which if adhered to would endow
basic beliefs with the required justifica-
tion. Induction, deduction, the verifi-
ability principle, falsifiability, trans-
latability into an empiricist language, all
certify beliefs which for different reasons
fall short of the kind of justification
foundatiognalists require for privileged basic
beliefs.
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In this paséage and in broad strokes, Kekes identifies the
majn problem area that despife local variations, confronts
all versions of foundationalism. This problem area refers to
the concept of "epistemologically basic" or "foundational®
beliefs. In particular, two questions are worth posing about
it? First, what are these foundational beliefs ahout?
"Second, how can foundafibnal beliefs be identified such tha£ we
can be assured that they supply the kind of.justification for our
other béliéfs‘that, according to foundationalist philosophers,
our knowledge reQuires?‘

To clarify further just what sort of justification
is at issue here, it is worthwhile to begin by demonstrating
that Kekes has touched upon the centrai procblem area for this
theory of justification. Foundationalism, of course, is #
normative theory of justification. It is a general theory
about how the justification of our beliefs ought to proceed
if these beliefs are £0 be considered rationally warranted as
items of our knowledge. This theory is genetal in the sense
that it delineates the strucéure of the justification of all
of our beliefs regardlesé of spécif}c contexts of inqﬁiry.
As such, dny version of foundationalism'advances two important
théses. First, it involves the view that justification ought
to proceed ultimately in termslof epiétemologically basic or
foundational beliefs.28 Second, it involvgs the viéﬁ that
the concept of justificaﬁiOn_names a relationship between basic

and non-basic beliefs.
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To consider the second thesis first, the idea if that
the;justification of our beliefs is linear, hierarchical or
unidirebtionél. The justification of our beliefs proceeds
directly from epistemologically basic beliefs to non-basic
beliefs. As such, the system of our beliefs that constitutes
our knowledge at any particular time forms a hierarchy or
strict epistemological order. The history of epistemology is
replete with many different attembts to spell out precisely
‘in what this relationship of justificgﬁ%on or support consists.
For example, some philosophers have hel&\that epistemologically
basic beliefs provide a rational justification for non-basic
beliefs just if the latter can be deduced from the former.
Other philoéophers have proposed induction or inferehcé to the
best explanation as candidates for explaining how non-basic
beliefs are justified by recourse to epistemologically basic
beliefs. In a word, deduction, induction, inference to the
best explanation, or fo£ that matter Heimbeck's‘version of
reasohing from signs in theol?gy and the like, are Variations
on a common theme. They are ;ttemptslto indicate the condi-
tiqns under which we are f§£ionally warranted in claiming’
to extend our knowledge‘beyond the foﬁndational beliefs.29

In. the passagé cited above, Kekes does not deal with
the problems confronting attempts to explain the relation of
\

justification or support that allegedly obtains between epis-

temclogically basic and non-basic beliefs. Instead, he focuses
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atfention directly upon epistemologically basic beliefs. As
is obvious, any and all attempts to give an account of the
relationship of justif%cation depend crucially on the first
thesis to the effect that the gystem of seliefs constituting
lour knowledgé reposes ultimgtely upon the justification of
- epistemologically basic or foundational beliefs. To say that
a belief is epistemodlogically basic or foundational in a
system of beliefs, is just to say that unlike the‘beliefs it
supporté, basic beliefs are privileged. Foundagional beliefs
are privileged_in the senée that they do not require justifi-
lcation from other beliefs; they have all‘the justification -
that could be required. So to say that foundational beliefs
are privileged is just to say that'it ig fhese beliefs alone
among all the rest of our other beliefs that are "intrinsically
credible", "directly evident”, "self-justifying" or "self-
authenticating". As these phrases suggest, beliefs that are
justified.in this fashion do not presuppose the just%fication
of any other non-basic beliefs. ‘It is these privileged or
intrinsically credible beliefs, one might say, that provide
the secure point of contact‘between our system of beliefs ¥
a whole and the world. |
Here also, and this Kekes does nbte, the history of
epistemology ‘is replete with attempts to specify what these
privileged beliefs are beliefs about. Some philosopheré have

held that it is beliefs about the contents of- our mental life

-
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~ .
that are foundational. Others have proposed beliefs about

s;nse—data, or beliefs.expressed in observation reports,
protocol sentences, the intuition of essences and so on. - In
addition, and no less important than selecting a particular
set of beliefs to comprise the foundation for our knowledge,'
many of these philosophers have tried to establish standards,
principleé or rules that stipulate the conditions uﬁder which
we are rationally warranted in considering that a belief or |
set of beliefs is epistemologically basic or foundational., So
some philosophers have held that a foundatiocnal bei&gffgs a
belief that is clearly and distinctly perceived to be trué.‘
Others have proposed that a foundational belief is one that is
either self;evident or evident to the senses. Still others,
such as advocates of meta—theological_skepﬁiciém, have aver?ed
that a foundational belief is one that is in principle veri-
fiable (confirmable or infirmable) by some observable empirical
étate of affairs and the like. In both caéés, each of the
candidate classes’'of beliefs and stan@afds are variations on

a cémmon theme. The candidate classes of beliefslindicateithg
content of'our foundational beliefs, The sténdardé are attempts
to explain why it is that we afe rapionally warranted in
believing that the beliefs which conform to them have all the
justi%ication that cou%@ reasonably be fequired. In this

.sense, the standards or conditions of rational basicality

explain why it is that it is beliefs of this sort that form

e



the solid foundation upon which ultimately all of our knowledge
regardless of particular contexts of inquiry is based.30
The thrust of Kekes' summary statement of the cen-

e«

tral difficulty for foundationalist theories of justification

-

should now be clear. It can be expressed in the form of
several claims that are at bottom equivalent.. }t is dogbtful‘
that there are any epistemologically basic Qf foundatiohal
‘beliefs that are foundational in the requisite sense.:‘fhere
are no beliefs in our system of knowledge that.by themselveél
are intrinsically credible, directly evident, self-justifying
or self-apthenticating. Finally and alternatively, one could
say‘that there are no general conditions that a belief must
satisfy if it is to couﬂt as an epistemologically basic or
fdpndational belief. These claimé are directly to the point
because to hold that the justificatiou of our beliefs reposes
ultimately upon foundational beliefs is td_ﬁaihtain that the
kind of justification that epistemologically basic beliefs
enjoy cannot involve or presuppose a recourse to any other non-
basic beliefs. As such and unlike our other beliefs, if our
epistemologically basic beliefs are to be considered justified,
it is Because, unl;ke/hon—basic beliefs, they enjoy some
special relationship to what they are about. What this special
relationship is alleged to be is spelled out in the various
rules proposed as conditions of rational basicality. Pre-

'sumably, if there are no priyileged'or foundational beliefs or
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‘private language, could be construed as converging on a similar
_epistemologically basic beliefs on the fbundationalist model

basic beliefs. Hence, to maintain that some of our beliefs

|
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alternatively, if there are ho such general éonditions that
epistemﬁlogically basic beliefs must satisfy, then either
foundationalist accounts of the justification of our beliefs
are mistaken or none of ouf_beliefs are rationally justifiable.31
But it is this thesis that there are privileged or
intrinsically credible beliefs in thé sense required that has —]
been criticized by philosophers like Popper, Quine, Sellars
and Wittgengtein. Indeed, I think that their criticisms of
"basic statements", the attempted reduction of science to the
terms of immediate experience and the analytic/synthetic dis-

tinction, the myth of the given and the impossibility of a
point. After all, the sort of justification required for
is one that involves or presupposes no recourse to other non-

are privileged is just to maintain“that we have some sort of
direct access or direct acquaintance through our experience
that thej are true. But the impprtant.dueétion is how, if at
all, can one show as the foﬁndationalist must, that.acquaintance
or experience of something gives us knowledge of that thing?
The pfoblém for providing'an acceptable answer to
this guestion, as Popper for instance has pointed out, is
simply that an experience of something is not in itself . L

knowledge. One should resist the temptation to confuse an
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importané means by which we can acquire knowledge with éhe
process or processes by which we might seek in commuﬁity to
justify what we believe, "Statements", Popéer writes, "can
only be justified by statements,'experiences can motivate a
decision and hen&e an accepfance or rejection of a statement,
but a basic statement cannot be justified by them - no more
than by thumpihg the tabie;"32 "Experiences can motiyate a
decision and hence an acceptance or rejec£ion of a statément“
in the sen;e that the experience in question is of the sort
which would be explained if the statement were true. But
whether a particular statement is true depends also and
crucially upon the relation between it and the rest of the
statements we accept that constiéute the system of our knowl-
edge at any particular timet

The reaéon for this is that every statemen£
expressing a judgement of the significance of our experience
invdlves a description that qualifies or interprets the "given"
in a certain way in ‘the context of particular interests and éur
backgroﬁnd knowledge. Consider, for example,whethq; we are to
judge of the significénce of the moon landings as«é spéctacular
achievement of American ingenuity ang te?hnology or as yet’
another f;ivolous waste of desperately needed resources as
befits the capitalist system in its decadent phase. Or, con-

sider, whether we-are to construe the Palestine Liberation Army

as a band of unprincipled terrorists or as freedom fighters in
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a struggle for the liberation and restoration.of their home-

e .
33 In this respect, every such judgement involves a

description that<ﬁas the "character of a theory or hypothesis",
including also fof instance, observation repdrts cf our per-
ceptual experience. The point is that in accepting any judge—-
ment of the significance_of our experience as accurate we \
are at the same time accepting either implicitly or explicitly
a host of other beliefs of.varjing degrees of complexity that
bear crucially upon whether we are'justified in accepting the
descriptions such judgements involve. 1In the case of accepting
an cbservation ;eport such as "there is a table in the corner",
one is also implicitly accepting beliefs about the #eliability
of our perceptual capacities, beliefs about how they_function}
beliefé about what sorts of inferences can be drawn frbm-them )
and so on.

But the point that any description or obserﬁation
report is theory-laden or that there are no unqualified, un-
mediated or uhinterbretedlexpériences.is as Wolterstorff

remarks "obviously devastating to foundafionalism“.34

Nor is
this sﬁrprising. It is devastaﬁiﬁg because it means‘that-
there can be no epistemologically bésic.beliefs that are
privileged in the sense that they do not require justification
by recourse to other non-basic beliefs. Each of the proposed

cand;date classes of beliefs Kekes mentioned - observation

reports, protocol sentences, clear and distinct ideas, the
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intuition of essences - p;esuppose recourse to non-basic beliefs
for their justification that'thése foundational beliefs by
"ﬁhemselves are supposed £o justify. No single belief or set
+
of beliefs, identified éccording to some general standard,
can serve as a foundational belief because no account of the
‘Supposed direct or ﬁrivilegéd acqess ta_what is by means of
our experienge that these beliefs allege ehjoy can bg
, given that does hot itself presuppose.recourse te non-basic
\\‘\\_j beliefs. Wittgenstein's aphorism expresses the point quite
well; "when we begin to believe anything", he says, "what
we believe is not a single proposition, it is a whole system
of propositions. (Light dawns gradually over the whole.)"35
Something of the import of this kind of criticigm
.can.be'further clarified by éonsidéring whét might prompt
philosophers to seek to account for the justification of our
beliefs ultimatelyfin terms of some special class of founda-
tional beliefs. One compelling response might be to insist
that whatever difficulties current foundationalist accounts
confront, we need epistemologically basic beliefs in order to
pFovide éhe terminating points in chains of justification. It
might be alleged that if we are to avgid a potentially infinite
regress in the justification of our beliefs:

...not all our knowledge can be inferential
in the sense of based on further justified
beliefs. To escape the regrefs, we must
accept the existence of beliefs that can be
justified without their justification

. accruing to them from further beliefs. In
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other words, we musSt recognize the .
existence of beliefs that are intrin- .
sically credible.36

It is for this reason that we need to retaiﬁ the concept of
privileged, basic or foundéti‘nal heliefs and pérsist in
developing more SOphisticatea.acsounts that will not suffer
‘the problems of earlier versions of foﬁndationalism.

‘But as Williams suggéS?é, this.“regress argument."
for the neéessity of epistemologically basic beliefs tha% are
intrinsically credible in the foundationalist sense is -
fallacious. Non-foundationaliéts, who hold that there are
"no privileged classes of beliefs such that ultimately justi-
fication terminates with beliefs belonéing to'these classes”
are not at all thereby involved in a vicious infinite regress.
As he remarks: :

Clearly any actual process of justification
must terminate after finitely many steps. $
But{ what follows from this? Not very much.
It shows at most, we can say, that at any
given time we must have some stock of beliefs,
which are not thought to be open to challenge,
though any one of them can subsequently come
underwfi;e. But the fact that justification
must come to an end somewhere does not allow
us to infer that the class of justification
terminating beliefs can be characterized in
any. non-trivial way. It wguld be clearly

yd fallaciqQus to argue that since justification
must come to an end somewhere, there must be
some special kind of belief gith which justi-®
fication always terminates.3 , ,

The-key point in this passag€ is the recognition of the erior

of supposing that "since justification must come to an end

{
Lo 'le \
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somewhere”, it must always come to an end with "some special
kind_of belief", It is this error that fueis the persisteht.-'
efforts among foundationalists to-elaborate general standards
" or conditions to explain what is “special" about this privileéed
.class of beliefs, Nor is the excessive generality of these
standards surprising. .It is a consegquence of the fact thaﬁ
foﬁnaationalisfs are committed to the view that the structure
of the justifiéation of all our beliefs regatdless of particular
contexts of inquiry is linear and reposes ultimately upon some
one specific set of foundafional beliefs.

Critics of foundaticnalism are not denying that there
are epistemologically basic beliefs in the restricted and
innocuous sense that some of our beliefs are considered funda-

mental as terminating points for claims of justification, given

a particular context of inquiry. But to resist the suggestion
that this class of beliefs in which justification terminates
"can be characterized in any non-trivial way" is to maintain
that "being basic is not a privileged but a conventional,

contingent, variable status".38

To point out that any par-
ticular candidate for the status of privileged, epistemologically
basic, beliefs in an unqualified sense, in fact presupposes

. many other beliefs that by anyone's "standards” are not
epistemologically basic, is to point out that what counts as
"foundational" is relative to and depehdent on the context of

a particular inquiry, the interests and aims it serves and the

-

&
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phenomena it studies. But all such ﬁépistemologically basic"‘
bgliefs in this non-foundationalist sense are open to criticism
and potential revision. None'are privileged or intrinsically '
credible in the sense that their justificatién does not repose
upon other beliefs that at the particular time, are held apart
from critique as part of our béckground knowiedge. In par—
ticular, no specific class of beliefs is priVileged or epis-
‘temologically basic, in the sense that it, independent of all
contexts of inquiry, is foundational for the beliefs we hold
~as a consequence of specific inquiries.

In sum, I ﬁhink it fair to say that the prospecté
for a foundationalist account of the structure of the ﬂusti—.
fication of our beliefs look bieak.' Such accounts, regardless
of local details and diffeiences, confront‘two serious diffi-
culties. First,ﬁhere are difficulties concerning the explana-
tion of the relationship of justificqtion or support that
allegedly obtains between epistemologically basic and non-—
‘basic beliefs su;h that we are ;ationally warranted in claiming
to extedd oﬁr knowledgelbeyond the foundations., Second and
more serious.still, there are difficultieé concerning the
explanation of how epistemologically Easic beliefs can be
justified while satisfying foundationalist requirements. The

w

main problem here is that these accounts fail, in helping us to

undki:jz:i/?ow it is that these allegedly foundational beliefs
perﬁi to bridge the gap between our experience of something
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and our knowledgé of it. Any account that attempts to do this,
itself presuppos;s the truth of some non—basic-béliefs éé'
pért of our background knowle&ge whiéh“the foundational beliefs,
in question, are supposed,by'theﬁselves,to justify. Finally, the
main argumen£, that might incline some philosophers to éeek out
a foundationalist acdrtount of the strucﬁure of the justifi-
‘cation of our Bgiiefs[is invalid. As we have seen, to hold
that requests for the justification of our beliefs must come
to an end somewhere does not warrant the“;nference fhat it
must come to an end in the same place for all contexts of
_inguiry.

Hence, it is quite likely "that this general theory
of the structure of the justification of our beliefs is mis-
taken. This does not mean that some future foundationalist
accountcﬁéy be offered that might overcome the problems men-
tioned; though the prospects for this are certainly not géod.
But to eschew this sort of general £heory of the justification
of our beliefs also.does not imply that no account of the
justification of our beliefs cah be given.. Nor, in the absence
of this general theory, does it imply that we:' are not justified
in accepting any of our beligfs. It does imply that an acceptable
account of the justification of our beliefs will be a non-
foﬁndationalist one., It wi%l be an account that does not refer
to privileged or epistemologically basic beliefs that are

allegedly intrinsicaliy credible independent of all contexts
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of‘inquiry. -In a word, it will be a view that maintains among
other things, that it is unreasonable to regquest that the
fundamental beliefs within a system of be}iefé in a particgiar
context of inquiry must be justifiable in terms of.a class of
unqualifiedly eéistemologically baéic beliefs, This requést

is unreasonaﬁle because it is in principle unsatisfiable. As
will become apparent below, this collapse of foundationalism
has important implications both for meta~theological skepticism

and the rationality of theological beliefs.
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Chapter 5: Notes ,/

1.

Though I am critical of analytic philosophy of religion,

I stress that I am critical of it not because it-ds
"analytic" but because it is the one style of philosophy
of religion with which I am most familiar that exhibits
the presence and impact of foundationalism. It is the
critique of this foundationalist framework that is my cen-
tral concern. From the perspective of my thesis, I think
Rorty is quite right to suggest that

" The kind of philosophy which stems from Russéll
and Frege is like classical Husserlian phenomen-
ology, simply one more attempt td-put philosophy
in the 'position which Kant wished it to have -
that of judging other areas of culture on the
basis of its special knowledge of the 'founda-
tions' of these areas. 'Analytic' philosophy:
is one more variant of Kantian philosophy, a™~
variant_garked principally .by thinking of repre-
sentation”as linguistic rather than mental and
0of philosophy of language rather than 'trans-
centental critique' or psychology as the dis-
cipline which exhibits the 'foundations of
knowledge'. A\

Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature,
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), p. 8.

. Michael Williams, Groundless Belief, (Oxford: Basil

Blackwell, 1977), p. 23.

Nor does it imply that displaying the rationality of
theological beliefs "withjin the context of a particular
religious faith" is an obvious or simple matter. I will
return to this issue below in Chapter 6.

Commenting on some of Nielsen's earlier papers in the
philosophy of religion, Garceau remarks that "what seems

to me to be demonstrated through Nielsen's efforts is

that given-a certain reconstruction of theism, skepticism
is both intelligible and rational, and if this reconstruc-
tion of theism is correct skepticism appears to be the only
position that an intelligent person may adopt. Nielsen is
aware, however, that the believer has another interpretation
of theism than the observer." On this point and the
alternative unde®$tanding of the nature of religious.
belief and language in relation to the "experience of

faith"” that is fundamental for a participant, see Bendit

~B

-
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Garceau, "On Dining With the Meta-Theological Skeptic:
Comments on Nielsen's Position" in Mostafa Faghfoury ed.,
Analytical Philosoph9\ of Religion in Canada, (Ottawa:
University of Ottawa Press, 1982), pp. 127 - 128, 131 - 132,

Dallas High ed., New Essays 'in Religious Language, (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1969), p. X1ii.

Kai Nielsen, "Empiricism, Theorétical Constructs and;God“,
Journal of Religion, 54(1974), p. 199.

Kai Niélsen__"Religion'and Groundless Believing" reprinted
in Mostafa/Faghfoury ed., Analytical Philosophy of Religion
in Canada, p. 124. :

Benolt Garceau, "On Dining With the Meta-Theological Skeptic:
% mments on Nielsen's Position", ibid., p. 127.

In\ Chapter 6 I will offer a different model for understanding
the meaning of theological beliefs that I hope is more user
ful than this one. '

Wilfred C. Smith, Belief and History, (Charlottesville, V.A.!}
University of Virginia Press, 1977}, p. 21.

Kai Nielsen, “Religidn and Groundless Believing", ibid.,
p. 119. -

Kai Nielsen, "Empiricism, Theoretical Constructs and God",
ibid., p. 199.

Kai Nielsen, "Introductory Note" in Mostafa Faghfoury ed.,
Analytical Philosophy of Religion in.Canada, p. 71.
= ot n

Basil Mitchell ed., The Philosophy of Religion, (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1972), p. 2. .

Lleth i
Some might consider that within this framework, there is
a third strategy available for establishing the rationality
of theological beliefs. It might be argued that theological
beliefs are not non-basic beliefs at all. Their rational
credentials do not have to be established by showing how
they are justifiable either directly or indirectly in terms
of a class of properly foundational beliefs. This is
because theological beliefs or minimally-belief in God,
can be regarded as itself epistemologically basio because
it satisfies the appropriate conditions of rational
basicality. Suffice it to say that though this strategy
is logically possible it is not plausible. After all,
belief in God hardly seems to be intrinsically credible
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because it is self-evident, avident to the senses, incor-
rigible or publicly observable. However, when considering
the: implications of the collapse of a foundatlonallst frame-
work for the rationality of theological beliefs, I"will con-
sider what might be construed as a varlant of thlS strategy
in sectlon 6.24. :

For my discussion of Heimbeck's views regarding the justi-
fiability of theological beliefs, see above:section 2.6,

Raeburne S. Heimbeck, Theology and Meaning, (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1969), p. 173.

See above section 2.8.

See, for examﬁie, John Baillie, The Sense of the Presence
of God, (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1962), pp.
69ff., Kent Bendall and’ Frederick Ferré, Exploring the
Logic of Faith, (New York: Association Press, 1962),

pp. 163 - 181, Ian Crombie, "Theology- and Falsificatioh"

in Antony Flew and Alasdair MacIntyre eds., New Essays in
Philosophical Theology, (London: SCM Press, 1955, 1963},
pp. 109 - 130, Frederick Ferré, Language, Logic and God,

(New York: Harper & Row, 1961), pp. 159 - 166, John Hick,

" 'Faith and Knowledge, pP- 134 - 165, Philosophy of Rellglon,

(Englewood Cliffs, N.J. Prentice-Hall, 1963), pp. 94 -
106, George I. Mavrodes, Belief in God, (New York: Random
House, 1970), pp. 49 - 89, Ninian Smart, Reasons and Faiths,
pp. 127 ~ 159, Richard Swinburne, The Coherence of Theism,
p. 6, William J. Wainwright, "Religious Statements and the
World", Religious Studies, 11(1966), pp. 49 - 60, John
Wilson, Philosophy and Religion, (London: Oxford University
Press, 1961), pp. 34 - 95, ,

Kai Nielsen, "Empiricism, Theoretical Constructs and God",
ibid., p. 207. ¢

Kai Nieisen, Skepticism, (London: Macmillan Press, 1973),
pp. 9 - 16, 13. His discussion of Meynell is based on
Hugo Meynell, "Discussion of Language and the Concept of
God", Question, No. 5, (January 1972), Sense and Nonsense
and Christianity, (London: Sheed and Ward, 1964), and The
New Theology and Modern Theologians, (London: Sheed and
Ward, 1967).

Kai Nielsen, "Empiricism Theoretical Constructs and God's,
ibid., p. 199.

Kai Nielsen, ibid., p. 208.
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I say "alleged failure" because I wish to avoid a consi-
deration of the details pro or con regarding the success

or failure of this strategy for establishing the rationality
of theological beliefs., Since I consider that it is the
epistemological framework of this discussicon that is at
fault such a consideration is unnecessary. For Nielsen's
critical discussion of Hick, Crombie, and Wilson's attempts,

_among others, in pursuing this strategy, see his "On Fixing
‘'the Reference Range of 'God'", Religious Studles, 2{1966) ,

pp. 13 - 36, “Eschataloglcal Verification”, Canadian Journal
of Theologz, 9(1963), pp. 271 - 281, "Christian Positivism
and the Appeal to Religious Experience", Journal of Religion,
42(1962), pp. 248 - 261,; Contemporary Critigues of | Rellglon,
(London: Macmillan.Press, 1971) and Scepticism.

See above Note 2.

Most’ prominent of those philosophers I haveé in mind are,

Karl Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (New York:
Harper & Row, ~1958), willard Quine, From a Loglcal Point

of View, (New York: Harper & Row, 1953, 1961), Wilfrid
Sellars, Science Rerception and Reality, (London: Routledge,
1963) and Ludwlg Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations,
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1953, 1972) and On Certainty,

(New York: Harper & Row, 1972) -

John Kekes, The Nature of Phllosophy, (Totowa, N.J.
Rowan and Littlefield, 1980), p. 98.

In what follows unless otherwise stated I treat the
expressions "epistemologically basic™ or "foundational"
as equivalent. '

: -
For accounts of the problems confronting each of these
alternatives, see Michael Williams, Groundless Belief,
pp. 115 - 143 and Nicholas Wolterstorxff, Reason Within
the Bounds of Religion, (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B.

-Eerdman's, 1976), pp. 31 - 41. I note in passing that

some versions of falsificationism also involve an appeal to
epistemelogically basic beliefs. These versions purport to
explain when we are not rationally warranted in accepting a
non~basic belief., For a discussion of the problems with

this proposal, see Wolterstorff, pp. 37 -~ 41l1.

For accounts of the various problems besetting appeals to
the "given" in the context of phenomenalism and perceptual.
knowledge, .see Michael Williams, Groundless Belief, pp. 25 =~
59 and Nicholas Wolterstorff, Reason' Within the Bounds of

Religion, pp. 42 - 51.
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It is very important to stress that these are the alterna-
tives according to proponents of foundationalism. Below
I will argue that this is a false set of alternatives.

Karl Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery, p. 105.
Sellars makes a similar point when he maintains ‘that it is
a "mistake of a piece with the 'naturalistié fallacy' in
ethics" to attempt "to analyze epistemic facts without
remainder into non-epistemic facts", The reason is

L‘,,because such a foundationalist project refuses to acknowl-

33.

34,

edge that "in characterizing an episode or a state as that
of knowing, we ‘are not giving an empirical description of
that episode or state, we are placing it in the logical
space of reasons of justifying and being able to justify
what one says." Wilfrid Sellars, Science Perception and
Reality, pp. 131, 169.

I owe this second example to Walter Sims. Leszek Kolakowski's

recent study of Marxism offers an additional example worth
quoting in full,

Karl Marx was a German philosopher. This

does' not sound a particularly enlightening

statement, yet it is not so commonplace as

it may at first appear. Jules Michelet, it

will be recalled, used to begin his lectures

on British history with the words: 'Messieurs,

L'Angleterre est une ile'. It makes a good

deal of difference whether we simply know

that Britain is an island, or whether we

interpret its history in the light of that

fact, which thus takes on a significance of

its own. Similarly, the statement that Marx
-~ was a .German philosopher may imply a certain

interpretation of his thought and of its

philosophical or historical importance, as a

system unfolded in terms of economic analysis and

political doctrine. A presentation of this kind

is neither self-evident nor uncontroversial.

Leszek Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism, Vol. I, The
Founders, tr. P.S. Falla, (Oxford: Oxford Unlver51ty “Press,

1981}, p. 1. The point of each of these examples is that
the 1nterpretatlon adumbrated in any description has
important often unforeseen consequences for our knowledge
of the phenomena so described.

With perceptual experience and our heliefs about it in
mind, Wolterstorff comments that
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...only if our beliefs about the nature of

what we are experiencing are already fully

accurate will that which we experience appear

to us as it really is. But this.is obviously

devastating to foundationalism. Perception

does not yield a rock-firm base for our theories.
. Rather our theories must already be accurate if

our perceptions are to be veridical. Perception

is not insulated from theory. Theories cart

" -along their own confirmations,

Reason Within Ehe Bounds of Religion, pp. 48 - 39.

Ludwig Wittgenstein, On Certaint #141, p. 2le. Quine's
much guoted rémark strikes a 51mllar chord "our state-
ments about the external world face the trlbunal of sense
experience not individually but only as a_corporate body."
From a Logical Point of View, p. 41. So also I submit do
our statements about the meaning of our experience of it.

Michael Williams, Groundless Belief, p. 63. The thesis that
there must be ultimate terminating points for chains of
justification, as Williams notes, is neutral regarding the
question as to whether or not intrinsically credible beliefs
are capable of revision in the light of experience or are 42
incorrigible. As he explains,

whether we opt for incorrigibility or prima-
facie justification, the credibility of basic
beliefs must still be intrinsic. That is
their justification must not accrue to them
through knowledge of any general facts about
the world or any further background knowledge.

p. 62. As I put this point above, the justification of
epistemologically basic beliefs, on the foundationalist
model, cannot involve a recourse to or presuppose the truth
of any non-basic beliefs.

Michael Williams, Groundless Belief, pp. 83 - 84,

John Kekes, The Nature of Philosophy, p. 98.




Chapter 6: Undermining Foundationalism in Analytic Philosophy

. of Religion II

6.23 Two Extreme Views

In exploring some of the implications of a critique
of foﬁndationalism in the philosophy of religion, in this
chapter I steer a course between two extreme views about the
rationality of theclogical beliefs. The firsé is the view
that the ratioﬂality of theological beliefs must be established
by showing how these beliefs are justifiable in terms of a
class of beliefs that are epistemologically basic in the sense
that their justification is privilegéd and presupposes no
other non-basic beliefs. The second is the view that given éhe.
demise of a foundationalist account of the struéture of the
justification of our beliefs, the believer is.quite right to
consider that his belief in God is epistemologically basic
within the context of his fajth. I maintain that botn of
these views are mistaken and they are mistaken for the same
feason, Boﬁh views involve a dommitment to the foundationalist
view that some of our beliefs are epistemologically basic in
the sense that their justification ié somehow privileged.

J Considering the first view, in section 5.21, I

argued that both versions of meta-theoclogical skepticism pose
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‘a challenge to the rationality of theological beliefs because
these crlthues of validity presuppose a commitment to founda-
tlonallem. In partlcular,both versions arise as a consequence
of the apparent failure of apologlsts to show how theological
beliefs are justifiable either directly or indirectly in nerms‘
of a class of beliefs that are regarded, relative to tneologieal
beliefs, as epistemologically basic. As such, the key claim is
that the rationality of non-basic theological beliefs must be
established in terms ultimately of a class of beliefs that
themselves do not' presuppose any other non-basic theological
beliefs whose rational status is as yet in gquestion.

' In section 5.22, I offered a summary account of some
of the main problems confronted by a foundationalist account
of the structure of the justification of our beliefs. The
central di%ffculty for this theory is that it is implausible
to hold that there is a class of beliefs that can function as
epistemologically basic independent of all particular inquiries?
It is doubtful, in other words, that the justification of our
beliefs reposes ultimately upon a.class of beliefs themselves
justified without presupposing any other non-basic beliefs.
Against foundationalism, the justification of any belief
always presupposes the truth of some non-basic beigefs as
part of our background knowledge that the episteﬁglogieally
basic beliefs by themselves are supposed to justify. In a
word, there is no class of epistemologically basic beliefs

in this unqualified foundationalist sense...
. Py
Aln
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Hence, I maintein that as a challenge to the rationaiity
of tHeological beliefs, both versions of meta—theological
skepticism rest upon an unreasonable demand, 'BetE“VeFFions
maintain that the believer must establish the rationality of
theological beliefs by explainigg how theee beliefs areﬁsomehow ’
justifiabie in terms of a cle;s of beliefs that-do not them-
selves presuppose any other non—ba;ic theological beliefs., It
is .alleged that the apparent failure of these attempts is
indicative of a laek of-rationality.‘ ?his.allegation is
mistaken. Howe@er, it is not mistaken because theological
beliefs must and can comply with this request It is mgﬁgsken
because this request is in pr1nc1ple unsatlsflable. As we
have seen, none of our beliefs -that we'hold as a consequence of
Earticular efﬁtegts of inquiry‘can satisfy it. What needs to
Be underlined is that theological beliefs are no better and ‘
certaihly.no worse off thah‘any of otr other non-theological
beliefs.in this respect. In the absence of a foun@atioﬁalist
framework, there is no reason to suspect that theologicai
beliefs must faii‘of rationelity because their cognitive
meaning or justification caﬁnot be accopplished in terms of
a class.of beliefs that have no theological presuppositions.

'Nevertheless,fI do Aot mean to imply that displaying
the ratlonallty of theological bellefs w1th1n “the context of

a partlcular religious faith is a matter that can’ be dealt

with easily. For example, perhaps in concert with the views

©
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of certain protestaﬁt reformers, Alvin Plantingaﬂhas defendea
the second extreme view about the rationality of belief in God
According to Plantlnga, in the absence of a foundatlonallst
framework, the believer "is entlrely within his eplstemlc
riéhts, entirely rational, in believing in God, even if he
has no argument for this bellef and does not belleve it on
the basis of any other beliefs he holds." = In dther words, in
theyabsence of the view that there is or must be a class of
beliefs identifiable by means of general conditions of
rational basicality that constitute the founaations for the
justificatfon of any ot our beliefs regardless.of particular
contexts of inguiry, the believer is qu1te right to con51der
that "fundamentally hii;eéﬂtﬁ"God can be properly taken as
basic".? - 4

Though I think Plantinga 1s correct to reject
foupdatlonallsm, he is mistaken in advocating thdt beliff in
God can be con51dered by the believer as an epistemol glcally

-

basic belie n this chapter, I Begin'by arguing against

Plantinga that it is no less mistaken to suppose thaty if the

justification of|theological beliefs is quite properly context-
dependent, then helievers are ra iohally wgrranted without .
further ado, to consider that witfiin the context of their

faith, their belief in God can be regarded by them as epistem-

ologically basic. This suggestion forgets that the reason why °

. 4 . . .
we rejectkihe view that the rationality of our beliefs must be

}
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establisged in terms of some class of’epistemologicélly basic
beliefs is‘that it is implausible to believe that there can
be %Fy\epistemologically basic beliefé ih the reguisite sense.
Again, a critique of foundationalism implies that the justi-
fication' of our beliefs always presupposes other non-basic
beliefs, The point ié that none of our- beliefs, whether theo-
logical or not, are juétifiable'in-the sense that their juéii—
fication is privileged o:'intrinsically credible. Im ﬁarticular,
as I will argue in section 6.29} a beliéver's allegéd experience
of God no more and no less than our experience of.ény£hing else
does not afford th&se wholenjoy it a self-authenticating
knowledgé f God.3 |

B¢ to reject thé view that a believer's ailéged
experience of God\?ffords.him any sélf—authenticating
" knowledge of God AOes-not imply that theological beliefs are
not rationgllz jusfifiable. Nor does it imply that an alleged
experience éf God -cannot be real or genuine., On the gontrary,
in section 6.25, I maintain that given the demise of founda-
tionalism, there are nd good arguments available for ihinking
that an alleged expérience of God can possess no evidential
value for the theological beliefs bel;évers may hold because,
of it. Considering these arguments also affords me the -
oppq;tunity of clarifyiné the_cldim to truth involved in the

beliefs advanced in a theological context of inquiry.

v
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A kef gquestion that emerges from this discussion,
however, is this. How is the evidential value of anﬁalleged
experience of God to be construed in the absence of a founda-
tionalist perspective? Alternatively, given that the rationality
of theological beliefs need not be established in terms of a
class”of epistemologically basic beliefs anégoiven‘also that
an alleged experience of God doeés not afford those who enjoy
it any selF—authentlcatlng knowledge of God, how is the
rationality of theological beliets to be displayed within the .
context of a particular religious faith? 1In section 6.26, I
-offer an alternative sketch of‘en.approach to our subject that
consciously seeks to preserve and account.for the manifest '
diversity and development of theological beliefs. It does so
by construlng what is central to religious faith as a par-
ticular kind of experience rather than. a partlcular belief or
set of beliefs. As such theologlcal bellefs, the particular
results of theologlcal research areas, are more plausibly con-
strued as fallible human attempts to spell out the meaning and
implications of this alleged experience’for thought and living.
But I offer this sketch only as a provisional attempt to
suggest that the.question of the rétiqnality of theological
beliefs is to be explored more_fruitfully ﬂ§:recognizing and

emphasizing the dynamic context in which this thinking moves.

L
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6.24 Religious Expérience and-the Justification of Theological
Beliefs ’

2% T have séid before, though I think Plantinga is
correct ‘in hiS'rejection of foundationalism, he is mistaken to 
hold that belief in God can be considered by the believer.as an
epistemologically basic belief. To construe belief in God in
this way is to risk obscuring tﬁe relationship between theo-~
logical beliefs and the believer's judgement of the significance
of his alleyged experience of the way things are, including
for some, the experience of God, world, self and human living
in the’ light of them, articulated witﬁin the’EOhtext of a parti-
cular rel%?ious tradition. In the absence of a foundationalist
frameworh I intend to establish the importance of considering®
carefully and on its own terms the potential epistemic value of
the believer’s aileged experience of God.

It is important to .note at the outset that neiﬁher
~Plantinga nor the reformers ;;\bhampions are claiming that belief
in God is properly foundational because this belief satisfies
certain conditions of rational basicdlity. ‘ For example,
théy do nét‘hold that bel;ef in God is epistemological;y basic
because it is self-evident, evident to the senses, incorrigible
or justifiable in terms of straightforwardly empirical non-
religious stat-ements.4 There are no such general conditions
of rational basicality Eﬂ%t indegendently of all contexts of

inguiry, epistémologicaily basic beliefs must satisfy. But

4

e



258

1.‘
to hoid t 35 for the believer within a religious context,
belié‘GodL can be taken b}; him as properly foundational
doés imply the £o&lqﬁing thesis. It'implies the claim that
"for the believer the justification of his belief in God is
privileged in the sense that it is intrinsically cfedible,
self-jﬁstifying or self-authenticating. I maintain thatbﬁhe
collapse of foundationalism providés no warrant for accepting
this thesis about the justification of belief in God.

To establish this contention, I think a return to
yet another aspect of the Nielsen-Garceau exchange will prove
instructive. Recently, Garceau has inéisted that the "logico-
linguistic app%oach to feligion",espoused by Nielsen,"éan.
only be secondéry to a more direct approach which nsists in
questioning the thing of religion, the experience Z::;}f, in
relation.to which religious language /and theological belief/
is but an expressive system".5 But early in his response to
Garceau, Nielsen offers a summary of his negqtive estimation
of the epistemological valﬁe of abpeals to the "experience of
faith"™ or the "experiéﬁce of God". He writes:

I certainly acknowledge it is an experience

that some people have and I do not deny that

for some it is an important experience in

orienting their lives. What I do deny is

that it is some kind of essentially private

experience which gives us some self-

authenticating knowledge or direct access

to His Presence not monitorable by inter-
subjective empirical knowledge. And I do

deny that such an experience provides us A

with any evidential value or inferential

v

'

L
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*3>//‘groundé\for the belief that God exists and

I also deny that where God is constried non-
anthropomorphically as an Infinite Individual
Transcefdent to the world, that it-“*makes any
sense to say we have experienced or becomg
aware of God or felt the presence of God.

As I interpret this passage, there are four claims advanced.
First, a cerfain sort of experience; seemingly of God, does
occur and is important for those who® enjoy it in orienting

their lives. Second, thiswsort of experience does not provide

‘those who enjoy it some self-authenticating knowledge of God

or direct access to His Presence. Third, such a putative
experience of God does nét provide any evidential or inferential
grounds for the belief that God exists. Fousth, given a non-

anthropomorphic conception of God, it makes no sense to say

P

we have‘experienced or become aware of God.
. In the present context, I think Nielsen's defence

of his second and tgifa claims merits careful at'tention.7 ™~

Again, according to Nielsen's second claim, a believer's

elleged experience of éod does not afford he whe enjoys it

eome self—authenticgﬁing knowledge of God. He defends this

claim by using considerations.drawn frém Wittgenstein's work

"from the élgg Eggh onward". These considerations cast grave

doubt upon the possibility gf a "private language" or the

possibility of a “priviieged access" to the truth of our

beliefs thaﬁ/eur experience allegedly affords. For instance,

LY

Nielsen remarks that an alleged experience of Gogd, "doespnot
provide a basis, or a ground in experience, for the believer
. .
/
/
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that cannot be knowﬁ by anYone, (if he woﬁlé but take the
trouble), in an ordinary propositiopal waf. “There is n§
essent}all§/brivileged access here, for there is nothing
that is not manifestable ahd expressible in a 'public
l;mguage'."8

On this point, at least against Plantinga, Nielsen

is quite right.’ Again, to hold that belief in God is properly
foundational, minimally for the believer and within a religious
context is nonetheless to hold that within this context its
justification is somehow pr;vileged. But this con;;;tion
ignores that what is defective about foundationalism is not
ﬂérely the view that the justification of ocur beliefs must
rest on some one class of e@istemologically baéic beliefs
that independent of all contexté of inquiry constitute the
foundations of our knowledge. To abandon a foundationalist
framework {? not just to abandon the view that Ehere are gen-
eral conditions of rational basicality characte;istic of
properly foundational beliefs. Rather it is also to abandon
the view that the justification of any of our beliefs is
privileged in the sense that its justificatién ean be
secured without presupposing any othér’less:basic beliefs.
It is this point that is at issu¢ in ﬁieiﬁen's view.fhat our
experience whether putatively reiigious or not, does not affoxd
those wﬁo enjoy it with a privileged .access to th® truth of ‘//

the beliefs they hold as a consequence of it.



But to argue in this manner is not
much less warrant, the additional claim that
God, if and when it occurs cannot be real or

it imply that a believer cannot legitimately
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at all to advance
an -experience of
genuine. Nor does

appeal to his

r

reading of its significance as evidence for the-truih of

* his beliefs.H.It implies only that an alleged experience of

God cannot be a ground justifying a claim to a self-authenticating

knowledge of God. As Donovan has remarked:

é

"The chief point of philosophical criticisms

of 'knowing God by experience' amounts to
this. Where popular religiocus reasoning
falls down is not in taking the sense of

‘God too seriously, but in trying to treat

it as a form of knowledge of a self-
certifying kind immediately available to
those who have it. Knowledge, the phil-
osophers point out is just not like that
whether it is knowledge of God or of any-
thing else. The sense of knowing is never
on its own a sufficient sign of knowledge.10

What is worth noting here is that Nielsen's argument and %

Donovan's summary statement regarding the epistemic status

]

of an alleged experience of God refer to considerations about

how the relationship between our experience and knowledge ij?
- f N
to be understood. ’ i
. «

What is amiss about appeals to an STIeged'experience

0of God construed as providing a privileged access to the truth

of beliefs about God has nothing whatsoever to do with the

act _that these are appeals to an alleged exper%ence of God,

The important point is that ar alleged experience of God, no
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more than the experience of anything else, *does not afford

those who enjoy it with a privileged access to the truth of

the beliefs they advance because of it. Hence against Plantinga,

it is mistaken to suppose that belief in God even for the
believer and within the context of a particular religious
faith can be regarded as epistemologicaily basic. This belief
even for the believer is not intrinsicaLly credible and
requires some sort of justification. A

But if this estimation of thé merits of an éppeal
to an alieged experience of God. for justifying a claim to a
self-authenticaiiﬁéhknowledge of.- God is correct then fhe
question to pq;sue is this. To what degree can an alleged
experience of God if and when it occurs, possess evidgntial
value for the justification of the beliefs those who enjoy

it advance?

On this question, Nielsen's third thesis is direcily
relevant. Accordiﬂg to his third-claim, an alleged eﬁperienbe
of de does not provide any e&idential or inferential grounds
for the claim that God exists. In the context of thé'paésagé
cited earlier, if appears that Nielsen believes ‘that this
claim follows from a denial of the claim that there can be a
self-authenticafing knowledge of God., But if this is so, i
think Nieisen is very much mistaken.

To understand why he is mistaken here is to notice
: =

and take seriously the fact that considerations vitiating

~
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claims to the possibility of a self—au£henticating knowledge
of God apply equally and with the same force against claims
to the possibility of a self-authenticating knowledge of
..things offered on the ground of our alleged experience of them.
Again, the considerations in question refer to a critique'of
the concept of epistemologically basic, privileged or intrin-
sically credible beliefs. They refer to a critique of the
foundationalist view that our sygtem of knowledge must be
founded on a class of beliefs whose justification does‘not
presuppose the truth of other non—basic beliefs the former
allegedly support. This critique trades not on the alleged
content of properly féundational beliefs. Rather it criticizes
a foundationalist account of the structure of the justification
of our beliefs\that presu@poses the existence of ;bme class of
epistemo;ogically basic beliefs in the first place,

‘ Henée, if it is true that an alleged experience of
God provides no evidential or inferenéial'ground for the
claim that God exists because such an alleged experiencg is
not self—authenticatindnthisris no leés true for our alleged
experiehcg of things. Our alleged experience of things can
provide no evidential or inferential grognd'for claims about
.things because our experience of things ié ﬁot self-authen-
ticating‘éither. Were one to argue in this fashion, one would

be commjtted, however unwittingly,/to the view that no

'knoﬁgpdgé of anything is possibXé on the grounégof”an appeal
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to the evidentiél‘vqlue of our experience éf it. But this is
absurd. Granted, in théﬁabsence.of any recourse to privileged
or intrinsicalif credible beliefs, we may always risk being
mistaken in thinking that our interpretation of our experiencé-
provides us with evidence for the truth of our beliefs. But
to hold this view is nardly to assert that since we might be
Wrong on some or many occasions: we can never be riéht and so
never rightly claim to know the truth of some of our beliefs
on the evidence provided by our experiehce.
| What hag gone wrong here'can be clarified by

recognizing with Swinburne, that many philosophical.discu wtns
of religious experience advance the ‘distinctly odd thes%gzﬂthat'
an experience is evidence for nothing beyond itself and that
. therefore religious experience has no evidential value."ll
Nielsen comeS close to advancing it explicitly when, in speaking
of the claim "that something tastes pleasant”, (which he
considers might be construed as self-authenticating), “he
suggests that: ' .

it becomes less plausible to believe that ..

we have anything counting as self-authen- 2

ticating knowledge, which could make

objective knowledge. claims, could be a

source of objective truth about some non-

psycholfgical reality external to our-

selves, :
But this remark conveys the impression that we have only two

alternatives, Either some of our experiences do afford us

some self-authenticating knowledge; there are intrinsically
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credible beliefs, bﬁt then tﬁesedéxperiences are evidence only
S .

for the truth of beliefs about our psychological states. Or
such ekperiences dé not afford. us anf self-authenticating
knowledge, but then these experiences can possess no évidéhtiél
value for-éhe truth of the beliefs we hold as a consequence of
them. |

But this is surely a pair of false alternatives.
Interestingly enough, these alternatives amount to a special
case of the strategy invoked in_ a defense o% foundationalism
generally. As I noted above in section 5.22, that strategy”
pleads, that in the absence of some recourse £0 privileged or
epistemologically basic beliefs, we would not bé justified in
accepting any of our beliefs because of the (spﬁrious) threat .:j
of an infinite regress of justification.

-

To expose just what-is distinctly odd about discussing
religious experience in this fashion, I-bégin again with
Swinburne,‘by noting the fact that‘many-qf these same
philosophers would not adopt thig viewwabout the evidential
value of our experience "when discussing experiences of any
other kind". .For instance, wh%p we coqgider ordinary cases
of sense percepfioh, if "I seem to see a table ip the corner™
or if "I think this orange tastes pleasant”, these reports
are taken as good evidénce for supposing that the belief, that;é/

"there is a table in the corner” or the belief that l"this"‘\\_

-orange tastes pleasant" are true. Of course, in either case
g r
. . . /
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it is possible that I could be mistaken both about how things
seem to me and how things are. Nevertheless, as Swinburne

suggests:

...it is a principle of rationality that (in
the absence of special considerations) if it .
seems (epistemically) to a subject that X is-
present then probably X is present; what one
seems to percelve is probably so. How things
seem to be is good grounds for a belief about
how things are. From this it would follow that
in the absence of special considerations, all
religious experiences might be taken by their
subjects as genuine, and hence as substantial
grounds for belief in the existence of their
apparent object-God or Mary or Ultlmate
Reality or Posiedon.

I leave aside the guestion whether Swinburne's proposed

"principle of credulity" is to be construed as an "ultimate
principle of rationality" or simply as a widely held but
defeasible epistemic belief about the veridicality of first-

]
. ' .
person reports of our experlence. It is .rather more important

to understand carefully the view SW1nburne is prop051ng.l4

He points out that he is not suggesting that "an
experience entails the existence of;iés purported object"”.
Nor is he maintaining withouﬁ.fu;ther ado, that reports of an
alleged experience of God can be taken by,ﬁhemselves and |
straight away at face value, Swinburne's proposed principle
of rationelity ieéa "principle of credulity" not a p;&nciple
of gullibility. But to advocate the importance_of a principle
of "credulity" is to draw atteption toe the additiocnal questién

that remains after a preoccupation with issues about'the
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possibility of gelf—auth%nticating knﬁwledge oﬁ the ground of -
our experience subsides.: This,gdditiona{ question is siﬂbly
whether éuf experience pf something affbrds those who have it
with at leagzﬁgfifﬁ'facie evidence justifying their beliefs

about ip.

Commenting on Penelhum's view that "an argument
beginning with the'occurreﬁce, as a psychological fact, of a

given experience or set of éxperiences and ending with

-

ascription of them to a divine cause is either a poor explana-

. . 15
tory hypothesis or a circular argument”,

Swinburne remarks:
- Such writers do not seem to me to be aware
of the skeptical bog in which th&¥gfailure
to accept the Principle of Credulity for
other experiences will lead them and if it :
is all right to use it for other experiences .
they need a gogg argument to show that it is
not all right use it for religious
experiences. :

On this point, I think Swinburne is clearly right. If he
were wrong, if none of our experiences couﬁ? count, at least,

[ ]
as prima facie evidence for the justification of our. beliefs

*
then.I submit that it is difficult in the extreme to envisage

-~ .

what, if anything elsé could. - Hence, in con@ert with Swinburne,
Ijsuééest_that whaé'is S0 regarding the e&identiél value of
ouruéxperieﬁcé generally'and if there are "no good arguments"—

for suppbsing otherwisé, is so regarding thé evidential valué\x_“ﬁ_ﬁ'

- =

of an alleged religiouslexperience. In cother words, .

believers are quite within their epistemic rights to appeal



o
268 -

to their commUnit§F§ alleged religious experience and the

interpretation of its significance they offer as, at least,

prima facie evidence relevant for justifying whatever theo-.

lagital beliefs they may hold. However, such an appeal is not
to a seif-authenticatiﬁg knowledge of God because, as we have
seen, none of our'beliefS'are justifiable in the sen§e that
they are privileged or intrinsically credible. Justification
-always takes place within a particular contekt of inquiry in
which many<otﬂgr.beliéfs are presup?osed. But what impli-
cations 'the contextual nature of justification may have for
the justification of theological Qeliefs and for interpreting

the evidential value of an alleged experience of God remaips
: : ¢

to be seen.

-

6.25 Verification and the-Théological Context

S

I have argued that the denial of the view that the
o)

justification of belief in God .is privileged on the ground of
an alleged religious experience does not:by itself imply that

such experiences-Can possess no evidential value for the

justification of the eiiefs of tho who have enjoyed them,

But the obvious gquestion that arises at-this point is the

following: arxe there not "good arguments" readily available
for restricting the scope of the application of Swinburne's

"principle of credulity" so that it excIlN\des an applicétion to
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?n allegeé religious e>4:1;aer:i;ence?l7 As is clear, Nielsen,
par£icular,considers that there aré good-ékguments fdr
suspecting thq‘evigential value of an appeal to an alleged
religious ekperience of Cod.18 Taking his arguments as ) :jﬁ:

illustrative, I maintain that thgy hit their mark only if ' "'!
some version 9f foundationalism- is ‘tacitly presupposed. In
» addition, I also maintain that if properly qualified,-they hit
their mark only if we misconstrug the claim to truth involved
in a theological context of inquiry.
I bgginrbyunoting that it is in regérd to the issue
,

of the evidential value of an alleged religious experience of

H . . t
God that Nielsen's fourth esis mentioned above is relevant. \/).{

As I have suggested alreadly, given the manner in which his skeptical

judgement of its evidential value is embedded in his discussion,

it appearei that he nsiders that it follows directly from

his rejectlon of the view that an alleged religious experience
of God affords those who enjoy it some self-authenticating
knowledge of God. But I submit that this .skeptical assessment
follows if at all, from his fourth thesis. Again according to
éhis fourth thesis,‘given non-anthropomorphic conteptions of

God, it does not make sense }o say we have an experlence of

_r

God., Aidyﬁelsen bluntly puts it .

+++1f God is infinite and transcendent

to the world, we plainly have no experience
' of Him, we cannot...see Him or in any way

apprehend Him or encounter Him or stand in

His egence. We have only Ersatz metaphors

which we cannot cash in.

—
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One can distinguish two lines of argument, one
_ , _ . .
explicit, the otherbimplicit, in: defense of this fourth thesis..
in Nielsen's discussion. The first explicit argument is that
an alleged experience of God'Eannot possibly occur because in
claiming to have experiencgd "that which is transcen@ent to
the world" or in claiming "literally to have an experience or
in any way encéhnter that which is infinite"; "it sounds very
much as if it were the case that the believer-is claiming to
have experienced.thgt which' is beyond expe;ience and that,
of dourse, makes no sense.“20 The second implicit argtreﬁt is
at most adumbrated in his remark in the passage cited earlier.
The remark I am referring to is the suggestion that if a
believer is to be considered rationally warranted in claiming
to have knowledge of God on the ground of an appeal to his:
alleged reiigious experience, then "such claims must be

AN

monitorable by intersubjective empirical kEBW&QQge". He makes”
; o :

,

this requirement somewhat clearer later on when he indicates &,)
&

that to say that a £E;im to knowledge is "monitorable by inter-

subjegtive empirical knowledge" means thatv"the statement 'God

[
exists' is either:publicly intersubjectively verifiable

21

(confirmable or infirmable) or it is not". * I will consider

-

-

both of these arguments, briefly, in turn. : s
‘ As Nielsen explains, the thrust of ghe first argu-
- 12

ment is that if a believer claims "literally f£o have an °

experieniféor fn any way encounter that whi is infinite"

-

P
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the complaint that such a contention is apparently'contradictory

. . ] N . .
need not trade on any particular reading "narrow Or non-narrow

we giué to experience", Sustaining this‘BEEEFtion is the

legitimate request "that the believer explain carefully what
he means since it appears.at least that his claim is contra-
S

dictory“. Now I readily confess that I do.ndt fully under-
stand all thét a believer who may assert this understands by
it, yet I do not find it difficult to dispell the air of
paradox that'Nieisen considers surrounds it, |

To d; so rgquires learning to place such a contention

in,an appropriate text and taking note of some of the

features charactepistic of that context. The tter condition

is most importdft. As I have suggested above, beliefs about

God of this sort\are in fact derivative, highly complex
products of theological reflection useful and valuable to the

degree that they|assist believers in articulating the meaning

22

of particular kinds of alleged experiences. These beliefs

re justifiable to the degree that they can be inferred in a

t

process of reasoning from phenomena and experiences, construed
R ) i

as signs, that are interpreted in a context provided by a

judgement of significance, formative for a given historical

tradition. The point of this brief reminder is simply that from

this perspect%ye, it is by no means obvious, as Nielsen presumes,

that this "claim" is to be construed literally as a "claim"

about God alone. Instead, I think it more accurate to say

W

-

h

\



irw

with God.

" 272

t

B ER , 4 [
that beliefs of this theologically ramified sort are in fact
beliefs about’the meaning of certain features of our experience

that are d{gclosed when it is interpreted fr%m the pefspective

23 - t

With this background, see no reason why such an

-of a b:}iever:s and Ris é;ﬁmunity's alleged rélationship

assertion as the one Nielsen considérs cannot be construed
as Dgrovan has sygggsted we consttue other similar and apparently

puzzling claims about God, Ultimate Reality, Brahman,

The Void, Tao or what have you, that allege that these are
ineffable, indggcribable, inexhaustible, or inexpressible,.

He writes:

. '

. When it is said that God (or some other
ultimate reality) is inexpressible this
must be taken to mean not that one can say
absolutely nothing about God, but rather
that one can say nothing absolutely about
Goéd. For God would not be an ultimate
reality, if any words or descriptions
would fully compreheng or be 'the last
word! on the subjeet\i4 '

Hence, to say.that an expéfience;of God 'is an experience of a
Pfesence that is transcendent to the world is, among man& other
things no déﬁbtj_to say that any alleged exesg}ence of God,
however direct’ and compelling it is for paLticipants,zs frag-
mentary. It'iﬁ'ffagmentary in'£he sense that %31 Humaﬁ iq;érL
pretati&ns of the-import of such an experience and its impii—
cations for undéfstanding our other experiences are fallibLé.
Oon the: ground of such an alleged experience,'dhe is never i
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5 .
entitled to claim that one's reading of the import of this
experience exhausts all of what may be or is true of God.
To infer the belief that God is transcendent in this sense of
being,for us, and for és long as we remain human, epistem-
ologically inexhauétible{is,l submit{no more contradictory or
paradoxical than making'the same claim for our knowledge of
things on fhe ground of the mult%p}e varietie; of ;:r experiencej
of them and théfmﬁltiple perspectives in which this experience
can be ¢Onstrued.and belief; about i£ assessed.25

~ Stressingsan anaiogy between the epistemic inexhaugti—
bility of our. xperiéQge of things and a believer's alleged
expefience ofé:od might be consi@ered helpful for demystifying
some things some believers are inclined to say about God. ﬁut
it might be argued that treating all theological claims

-

advanced,ln part on the ground of an alleged experlence of God

in this way is misleading because there are 1mportant if not:

N » » . U . - - .
cruflal dlsanalogles too. For i1nstance, no one seriously

. - 4

doubts that things exist and that our experience of them

possesgses some evidential value for justifying the beliefs we
™

hold about them. However, the same cannot be said either about
the'exiStence of God or about the evidential value of a
believer's alleged experience of God. Referring to the latter

Y
point, Nielsen's second argument maintains that if an alleged

'experieﬁce of God is to have any evidential value it "must be

moniterable PY intersubjective empirical knowledge"., This

'.-'\d__/' | U
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phrase implies that the beliefs about God that Believéts holad
on the ground of this alleged experience must be open to public
intersubjective verifiqation. The iéea is that unless some
theological beliefs are verifiable (cﬁ%firmable or infirmable)
in pr;;Eiple by some publicly obsergable intersubjectzvely
available state of.affairs.then these theological beliefs are
without cognitive significance. Hence, Iif the congitive signi-
ficance of putative theological'beliefs aahnot be specified in
térms of beliefs justifiable in‘thig fashion, then Nielsen
concludes that éyen though religious experience is an “evidént.
psychological reality" it is necessary "to Huestion |

its noetic status".26 ’ '

. .

.

;- As 1s apparent from section 5.21, Nielsen's second
arguﬁent is an example of the sort of mebta-theological skepticism
that emerges as a result of the: apparent faifure of the first
strategy'for establiahiné thé rationality of theological
beliéfa. According to this vetsiOn of meta—theological
skepticism,putative theoiogical beliefs are cognitively meaning-
less unless their cognitiﬁe meaﬂing can be specified directly
in terms of a class of beliefs themselves in principle veri-
fiable and intersubjectively testable on eﬁpirical'grgunds
alone. But a critique of foundationalism provides thé bacﬁ;
ground required to argue that it 'is difficult to envisage how

any such a priori standard for asses%ing the rationality of

tﬁeological beliefs could itself be justified. The point is

\
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" that in tHe absencé of a foundationalist perspective there is
simply no reason for bélieving that the cognitive sign;ficance
‘of théoﬁogical'beli%fs must be established in terms of a class
.of beiiefs about "some publicly observable~iﬁtérsubjectively'
available state of qffairs".?7

I do not dispute whether this Staqdard of public
‘empirical verifiability that Nielsen proposes for factual
statements is approprifte for specifying the cognitive |

N . . :
meaning of some of our beliefs in some. contexts of inquiry.

28 -
The issue is whether and why this standard is appropriate fof&
theological beliefs in a theological context of inguiry. On

this score, I think that the cognitive meaning of theological

beliefs ought to be assessed accqrding to this standard of

iability only if one of two conditions obtéﬁned;:
If fifst, this standard of verification were normative for ali
of our beliefs regardless of 411 particular inquiries or if
second, it were normative for theological beliefs advanced in
a theological contex® of inquiry, then these beliefs would
deserve censure for féilurg to comply with it. |

To consider the first condition, as I have argued,
‘the strategy of demonstratfng the rationality of thgplogical
beliefs. in this.way presupposes the discredited foundationalist
yiew t&?t_there exists a class of epistemologically basic

beliefs. It does so because;tq advocate that this standard is

_normative generally for all of our beliefs is to defend the

»
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view tha; the cognitive meaﬁing of ail 6f our béliefg must be
specified in terms of a class of peliefslthemgelves justifiable -
in somerway directly on empirical grounds alone™without pre-
supposing any other non-basic beliefs. It is, in géﬁer wordg,
to defend the view that there“exisés é'cfhss of (publicly
empirically verifiable) beliefé whose‘justificatiqn.iS'sdmehoﬁ
priVilege@. Moreover,. if there were such a class of pri&ileged
"or iﬁtrinsically.credible beliefs then this class could serve
as the ‘ultimate terminating poin£ for all chains'of the justi-
lfication‘of our beliefs in all contexts of inguiry. 1In
addition, if there W@re‘such a class of-epistemologically basic
beliefs, thﬁn the standards drticulating their features could
be invoked leFitimately for purposes of evaluating the
,coénitive meaningfulness of beliefs characﬁeriStic of other
) inquiries. But there are formidable difficulties confronting
the view that there can be a class of epistemologically~basic
beliefs whose justification is somehow_priyileged. In par-
"ticular, the major problem consists in explaining how our
experience affords us any privileged .access to tﬁe'truth
of these beliefs without presuppaging some recourse to the

tru of some non-basic beliefs that the former by themselves

.are supposed to justify.

”
-~

Hence, it is doubtful that a geheral standard‘of the

4

~f

+  sort Nielsen sgggests can be considered normative for all of

our beliefs in all contexts of inguiry. But to consider the -

o o=
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second condition and in fairness to Nielsen, perhaps a com—
-ef
.pelllng case can be offered for bellev1ng that the standard

of verification he proposes is normative for theological beliefs

t

advanced within a theological{cqntéxt'qf iﬁhuiry.
To explain, .Nielsen's response to an objection .

) -
against the way he conducts his skeptical case is instructive.-
e >~
N

According to this objection, Nielsen complains that he has been

t

accused unjustly of performing:

+.+a conjuring trick with 'God'. First I

treat 'God' as a word which does not stand

for any determinate, discrete reality in

order to show that there is a problem about

the reference of 'God' and then I insist on

the propriety of asking what ig§ this God,
thereby inconsistently treatlng 'God' as;if it
were to be thought of as a term standindd for a
determinate discrete reality. However, it is"
not I who treat 'God' this way, but it is the
very use of 'God' which has the incoherence in
it. . On the one_ hand, God is not an object among
objects and is not something whose essence whose
'whatness', wé can understand, but on the other
hand, 'God' is presumably an expression used
referringly and an expression used ln.ﬁﬁhtences
employed to make statements. But then it must
be possible to say...what God is so that we can
ascertain the truth-value of the statements in .
question; but if we say what God is, we treat
God as an object while it remains the case that
it is a conceptual or grammatical remark to say
God is not an object, a being among beings.

The cleft and incoheregge is in the very first-
order¢,God-talk itself. . .

I think there is‘éome justice in Nielsen's complaint. Again,

I maintain that as long as we return a particular reading of
. . . ’P’ ' ¢

what belief in God amounts to then Nielsen is quite right to

evaluate it according to the standard of uéfification he pro-
H ' . , ’ -
poses and to reject these putative beliefg as invalid.
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‘ Bearing in mind the target of his version of meta-

\ e B . .
theological skepticism, It is important.to remember that

Nieisen has no quarrél or probleﬁ about the éogniﬁive signi-
f%eance of, anthrdppmorphic conceptions of God. Antﬁropo—
morphic conceptions of‘qu aséume that "God is at least in
‘principle observabla" o;'involve aséumptions about the logic

of God-talk which bresuppose that God is at least‘in principle
verifiéble or iﬁ some other way enmpirically observablé or
detectable". ! But.though these conceptions are plainly factually
intelligible, they are .."aﬁsurdly false = little better than a

306

gross superstition”.’ sConversely, if we retain a religiously -

adequate_non—anthropomorphiq‘éonception of God where “God? is
not in'principle-pﬁblicly verifiable, it appears that we must
v, A - . '

sacrifice'any“beférential use for the wQrd "God". We sacrifice,

< apparently, theé view that “fGodF is really being used as a

"term whfdh’is about some™difficult to characterize but still
" ' ~
objective reality"™ where "Chsistianity is now simply a way of

! . "]
life cum ceremony. It is no longer .as well a set of cosmo-

logicél tgpth-claims".Bl

So, to say with Nielsen, that "the statement'God

existé' is either publicly intersubjeétively verifiable (con-
et

firmable or infirmable)} or it i3 not", is actually to confront
: . .

the believer with the following nasty dilemma. If the
a : . .
believer holds that "God exists" is a belief that is publicly

intersubjectively verif;ablé then what he/she believes in is

&
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a factually intelligible obviously ﬁelse and gross super-
stition. Conversely, if the believer holds that "God exists"”
is a belief that is not publlcly lntersubjectlvely verlflable

then what he/she believes im is a factually unlntelllglble

—-rellglously sensitive plcture preference emptied of -any clalm

to. truth.

b2 . )

I think that thq‘sost appropriate strategy to take
?

" for dealing with this dilemma is to urge that it is a false

: .
dilemma. -In particular, I begin by ncoting that I have no

" objection to the contention that the standard of verification

Nielsen proposes is not appropriate for the evaluation of the

cognitive significance of our putative factual beliefs.32

Iﬁ\Fhe debate about God-talk has established_anythingf I think
it is that if a believer's alleged experience of a Divine
Presence is gepuine and manifest in the eﬁpirical world, that
Presence 1is ﬂot a publicly verifiable phendmenon._ Moreover,
thrs result does have imgportant consequences for theological

reflection. For example, those who maintain that "belief in

God" names a relationship between themselyes and .some extra- '

ordinary object or those who maintain that their theological

~

beliefs are hypotheses for explaining the behaviour of things
N S

" as these are experienced "in a world set objectivel} over against
N :

us and indifferent to our purpdses" are mistaken and. rightly

criticized from this perspegtive.33

#
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But this criticism offered from this perspective
must be understood in a properly qualified way if its value
and limits are to be ascertained. Regarding its value, I.note

: -~ - .o
that in the absence of a foundationalist thet of justification,

there is no one class;of_beliefs or ‘standard -of rational

basicality-normative for thé-justificationer all of our beliefs

independent of.g%% contexts 6f inquiry. Hence, failure to
comply with a standar& of verification of the sort advocated
by Nielsen is indicative of a failure of rationalit§ bn}y if
this standard is appropriéte.for the evaluation of thegological
Beliefs. As I have just suggested, I think the value of this
type of meta-theological skepticism is to be construed in the
following way. It is usefﬁl for drawiﬁg.ékiention to the fact
that the context appropfiate for understanding and aséeésing

an alleged experience of God, in particular, or theological beliefs
in general, is not é context in which additional informatibnrabout
some highly uﬁusual matter of fact is acquired.

Regarding its limits, this criticism does not

. warrant the general meta-theological skeptical conclusion that

theological beliefs cannot be considered rationally justifiable;

T& reiterate, it is a mistake to suppose that theological -
beliefs are related to and grounded upon our ekperignce of
. y _

things in the manner that ordinary factual beliefs allegedly ..Q )

are. Instead, as I have suggested earlaer, it is more accurate

‘to hold that complex theological belic¥s about God are the

results of a process of reasoning from signs whose sources are
4

\ ’ .. A
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lbcafed in interpretedhexéeriences.: As such, the claim to
truth of an allegedlexperiéncé of God, or theological beliefs
generally, involves is a claim‘to truth about hpw.things are

in the context qf the meaning ‘our experience Sf them has aréi-

culated in subject-~related terms.

5

In this respect, I think it is appropriate to suggest
with Sayre that:

...to believe in God is to view the world

as possessing a comprehensive significance

in which human vicissitudes are ultimately
meanin 'comprehensive 51gn1f1cance

1 encompassing order in Whlch
Aiman experience N 1 gst of nfture
and by suggesting that® h vicissitude in
this order is, ultimately meaningful, {Smean

that the unaccountable excursions of human
.experience finally cease to appear gratuitous.

I think that what Sayre-is after here is familiar enicugh. His
suggestion_is‘that bélieving in God is "a capacity to respond-

in certain ways to certain experiénces under thé perception of

the world as a cert;in sort of place".35 So, for example, when
confronted with severe hardship, to believe in God is to

recognize that panic or despair are unnecessary and ‘unwarranted
because“the wo£ld is viewed as a place where ulti@ately per-

g Severance is not thwarted. When confronted &ith suffefing, to
believe in God is A‘matté?\€§>interpre£ing the world as a place
that is not ultimately hostile to, or ét odds witn, or'indifferent

v

to the vagaries of human living. When burdened with guilt, to

believe in God is a matter of experiencing the world as a

/ s
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place in which forgiyeness is not foreign or impossible. When
tempted “to moral transgressicn, to beliewe in God is a matter
&£ being, aware of the world as a sourcé of, strength which is®
ultimately reliable in our efforts to become better persons
36

and so on.
LY

Chief aﬁong the merits of this wayiof understanding
. ' : .
what belief in God amounts to are two. First, it underlines
ihe point that_believiﬁg‘in God i§ not a matter of believing
that "certain facts are the case" so much as it is a matter of
the acceptance of certain facts iﬁ the light of & certain way
of viewing them".37. Again,with'reference to the exaﬁple_pf'
' resisting moral temﬁtatién, to believe in God-is not simply a
matter of believing somethiné about what God may or may not
do for us. Rather, to believe in God is to look on this situ-
ation as a test and challenge to our charac£errané to respopd-
to it out of the confidenée and assurance that doing so success-
fully is possible and ultimately rewarding. Second, fhis'view
also permits an intelligibie distinction to be drawn between
an incorreét and correct religious belief. One does so in
' terms of whether or not the world in fact possesses the sort
of final or ultimate significance a believer attributes to it
because of his experience of it.- As'Gadamer suggests, the

stories recounted in.different religious and cultural traditions

have a verifiable content; "buf what claims to be the truth is

not the stoay, but 'what it means for the fate of man, his
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expectations and his hope".38, I think it is%in the context -

. €.

wof a consideration of our different judgements about what is _ -

finally significant about human living thét_the evidential

- —— . '

:*uﬁlue of a believer's alleged experience of God is to be
understood and assessed.

6.26 The Relation Between Theological Beliefs and Rellglous
. Experience : , E

I note at the outset,-that to raise issues regarding
the sort of claim to truth involved in an alleged experiénce
E; God ot of the:justification of particular theologié;l
beliefs within the context of a particular religious faith’

is to raise issues that properly belong to the development of

an epistemology of different religious and theological belief

*

systems. As such, a complete discussion of this issue is

outside the scope of this thesis, which is restricted to the

-

removal ofsphllosophlcal obs;acles that currantly threaten

to bl;ck a reflection on the questlonxﬁf truth }n and among
religions. Nevertheless,_an alternative sket;h éf an approach
to these issues and our subject generally is in order if we -.
maintain, as I do, that it is important to consider seriously
what justification, truth, belief in God and so on amount to

within a religious context. : -
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| ' ptAghe close of section 3.11, I suggested that the
,queétion'oﬁ truth in and amonéireligions thrns upon the
sympathetié understanding,'discussion and assessment of rival
. or at least different judgements of significance. These *
'judgements'of significance are to be construed as descriptions-®
.0f the significanc o ﬁarticipants' alleged experiences of
the way things are, including for some, God, the world, self
and especially the meaning of human living in the light of
them, articulated %ithin the context of a ®articular tradition
in subject-related terms. In'yﬂe sketch to follow, I focus on
the relatipnship between theéibgical béliefs and an alleged
religious experience. I do so -in order to develop the sugges—
tion that what is centrai-for pafticipants in a particular
religious community consists in drawing attention té a certain
kind of experiende formative of their faith and not any par- -
ticular theclogical belief or 'set of such beliefs,

?? intrdduce this provisional sketch, it is useful
to begin by considering an objecticn that often a;ises against
the propriety of offering, much less explor;pg,an interfretive
model of belief in God of the sort I have endorsed. For
example, Nielsen charges ®hat to advocate, such an "interpretive
move:I is to abandon "the claim that theists and non-theists
ére making rival factual assertions". It is to emasculate
Judaec-Christian belief to the point that it "a£ least appears
to become somefhing very different from what traditional



' 285

v

believers have taken it to be".39 We must be careful about re-

assessing our views about what is central for'participénts in
a ﬁarticular religious faith lest we involve ourselves un-
witfingly and unnecessarily in matters of current theological
controversy which are not within our competence as phiiosophérs
to assess. Hence, we should retain the “fraditional‘viewﬂ that
what is central for the faiths of mainstream ér near-
mainstream Christians, Jews or Mosléhs is a set of beliefs
about the existence and properties of God. Moreover, tﬁis
proposal might be offered on the ground that a philosoephically
pertinent stuay of religion ought to be conducted on what can
reasonably be taken éo be an "orthodox" interpretation of these
faiths. Such a study, restricted in this way, would be rele-
vant for the‘widest audience and would avoid what to some may
appear to be more radical or marginal theological Options.40
But, however laudable this suggestion is, it is
practically useless. Even if we restrict our attention to
Chri;tian'religious faith, it is becoming increasingly better
understood, according to some s;holars, that ;he theologieal
and historical presupposition% the "traditional view" involves,
to the effect that "Christianity consists and always‘has con-
~sisted in a certain definite set of beliefs", is highly mis-
leading é; best, if not cléarly false. According to the

authors of the preface to The Myth of God Incarnate for:

instance:

PR Y S ARCT .



286

S

...modern scholarship has shown that the
supposed unchanging set of beliefs is a
\‘ mirage. Christianity was from the first
very diverse and has never.ceased developing
in its diversity. Today's conservatives ard
t+hemselves diverse and their positions in
. most cases are of quite recent origin.
) 10orthodoxy' is a mirage, which can and often
,does inhibit the creative thinking which
Christianity sorely needs today.4
v 8

Certainly, this is currently a hotly contested thesis.??

Nevertheless, the:point.at issue here is importa;t and trades
less on a resolution of this debate as on its existence. In
particular, it suggé§ts, at legst, the value of developing an
‘approach te our subject that does rnot atéempt to conceal ;HT@
diversity.

To explaig, when one looks more closely at any. pro-
Ip;sea set of allegé%iy central theological beliefs and their
history, one is inevitably struck by how different the inter-~
pretations given of these beliefs and their importance in the
iife of a religious community are in practige. .Philosophers
@ho construe their enterprise as a second—order inquiry into
. the "logic of religious énd theological language" havé noct
considered seriously enough the implications for thgir study
of the juét;fication of theological beliefs of this massive

-

and evident fact. As we have seen, there have been two alter-

. -

native accounts\ii::zding the content of the "central core of
theistic belief" ¢haracteristic, of Christian religiéus faith

" among analytic.philosophers of religion. The vast majority
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hoid that this central core consists of -theistic beliefs about"
God, His properties and Eeléfioﬁs with man and the world, °
Heimbeck, however, holds that this central core consists of
category B theological beliefs such as the resurrection claim
that "record what are referred to in current, theological

idiom as the mighty acts of God in history".43

The least plausible view about what is central to

participants in the faiths of Christians, Jews and Moslems is

the former view. For instance, this view masks the potential

‘importance of the differences among the theological beliefs

participants of these different faiths may hold.44 In addi-

tion, this view of the matter in fact conceals the complexity
of fhe"prooess of the justification of theological béliefs
undertaken by theologians iﬁ the context of a particular faith.

As the discussion of Heimbeck's work indicated, the justifi-

~cation of any particular complex theological belief “such as

God is love" or "God is a Trinity of three persons" in fact

«

presupposes a recourse to a great number of other religious:

and theological beliefs. By distinguishing between two types

of theological belief within any s§stem ofntheological beliefs

’

in terms of whether these beliefs have any direct empirical

. entailments or incompatibles, his approach permits us to

recognize the mutual interdependence of the many beliefs
studied and developed in the course of theological work. For

example, from discussing his example of the justification of
{
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the belief that "God loves all human beings" in section 1.4, it

-was apparent that this belief depends on a hest of other

theJlogical beliefs about the sinful condition of the world

separated from God, the special mission ‘and sacrifice of Jesus
to and for this world and the action undertaken by God on our
behalf in the resurrection of Jesus, among many others.45

Heimbéck's\yiew has the merit of re—directing ouyr .

attention altimately towards the sources in religious experierce

from yhich inferences to‘the truth of category A theologicei
beliefs are drawn in any system of theologicai beliefs. But

he is mistaken in considering that 1t is.some particular
category B theological:belief, such as the resurfeetion claim,
that ie central for participants of Christian faith. This

view neglects the context-dependent character of teasoning

from signs in®theology. The context-dependent character of
this sort of reeSOning reminds uE that category B theological
bellefs are themselves complex inferences from various sources
‘in experience construed as signs. For Chrlstlans in parti-
culan perhaps, the main source of signs is located in the
interpretation of the Gospels on ‘the authorlty of the testlmony
of the first witnesses it records and preserves. But the justi-
fication of category B theological beliefs is accomplisheé by
means of a recourse to a host of other religious and tﬂeo—
logical beliefs regarding how this material is to be inter-
preted, the relative importanee of the various comﬁonents

recorded there, what sorts of, theological interpretation are

)
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appropriate and so on. ‘Henée; to say that the .justification
‘of theoLﬁgical-beliefs-whether category A or B'is context-
dependent is to say that their justification occurs only
within a confext presupposing an initial,and.for_participanta
formative, judgement of the significance of their

and their cémmunity's, alleged experience I God. It is
these initial judgements of significance that p;ov1de the .

framework in which part1c1pants of different rellglous tradi-
tlons develop, crltlclze,.rev1se and artlculate the different
rellglous and theologlcéy beliefs they hold. 46 %

In a phrase, no assertion of a particular theological
bel}ef or.set of such beliefs whether‘caéego;y A or B can pe
considergd,byritselﬁ as ceﬁtral in the sense that it is this
‘belief or t of beliefs that-alone provides the justification
.for a wholg theological system.of beliefs and the practices
. attendant on participation-in a ﬁarticular religious faith.

As I see 1it, twé important consequgnces follow from this
suggestion regarding our understgnding of the justification'of
theological peliefs. First, the manifest diversity of theo-
logical beliefs suggests that a particular religious.faith
receives an expression in a whole complex system of mutually
justifying, mutually gqualifying and interlocking sets of
religicus.and theological beliefs. .Second, philosophers of
réligion are mistaken to conclude either that there is

necessarily something of substance common to what are in*fact

v



different faiths or that there is necessarily something of
. N ‘ '

substance common to what are in fact different theologies -

///, within one such faith, merely because certain very general and

by themselves abstract statements of belief such aé "theke is

'a God" or "Christian faith is incarnational’faith" figure

. e
prominently .in the deliberations of most theologians orxr

reflective believers.mosé of the time.

. - -
The principal defect of an approach to our subject
in terms of a search for.particular theologicalkbeliefs that

cah be considered central, is that it forces us to ignore the
' 1
-

manifest diversity of these beliefs and their theclogical
interprétat}on both among different faiths and within any
particular. faith. This defecé is anélogous“to a defect that
Thomas S. Kuhn once pointed out to good effect regarding our

views of the practice of scientific research. He remarks
that: . e

o History if viewed as a repository for mere
than anecdote or chroneclogy could produce a
decisive transformation in the image of
science by which we are now possessed. That
image has previously been drawn, even by
scientists themselves, mainly from the study
of finished scientific achievements as these
are recorded in the c¢lassics.and; more
recently, in the textbooks from which each

new scientific generation learns to practice
its trade.%7

Certainly, several other philosophers of religion have noted and-
kg’ . exploited, in various ways, the fact that "recent work in the

- e,
B .
philosophy of science has or can have important implications
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for the philosophy of reli§ion and for-theology".48
aspect_df this passage that I consider may bb?bf particular -
value in this context is its implications for helping us to

understand the dynamic context in which theology is conducted

and theological beliefs change: - an N

L Just as our viéw of the structure aﬁd-devélopment
of scientific reéearch was;shaped at one time by‘a concentration
~$n the "constellations of facté,'£heories and methéﬁs'collected
in current texts" thaéfconstitute "{inished scientific achieve-
ments", this is equallf and currently érue of our view of
theology and the centrality accorded to particulér theologiéal
beliéfs. By focusing’our-attention on selected-étatements of
religiocus and theological belieﬁs as found in the Apostles
Creed or the "thekstic thes%sﬂ we overlook how complex and’
historically multifaf{;us these "finished products” and parti-
cipants' understanding of them has actually‘beéh. It is for
this reason that I havé suggested that it is more .accurate to

consider particular theblogical beliefé as hi;EB?fcally
situated, dexivative expré;sions of a believer's religious,
faith. As sugh, these beliefs’are fallible attempts to
articulate the meaning and’implications of certain alleged
experiences in which his faith is rooted as expressed in the
context of formative judgements of significance articulated

in terms of central symbols. So again, for Christians for

igstance, the main focus of these experiences is' the

But thé s
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expgriénces of God recorded in .the Gospels on,the authofity

. % L, . s C e ST .
of the first witnesses, whose significance Christians judge is

.best articulated with reference to and in. terms of Jesus

. » A ' ; . .
..Ghrist. For Muslims, on the cther hand, the interpretation of

L]

¥ - .
these experiences is oriented by *the Koran that for participants

of this faith is, judged to be tﬁe word of Allah and so on.49

But it is importanf to understand what it is thdk I

have in mind when I maimtain that there is no partioular
A

theological belief or set of theological beliefs yhat Christians
needlto consider as a fixed central éore, in terms of
which the justification-of the practiees and beliefs involved

in their particular religious faitzagﬁst be conducted. I do

L}
-

not mean to be understfood assholding that a religious faith if;;/)
. . )
without beliefs or that religious and theological beliefs are

Id

not important. In arguing against %Ke view that there is a
central core of theistic belief, whatever content is assigned

to it, my intention has been to suggest that there is no such

~

single set of beliefs beyond or behind the plethora of specific,

context-dependent theological iﬁterpretations that theclogians
. .,

study and criticize. I intend to be understcod as arguing
that there is a vast afray of reﬁzgious and theological bel;éfs
that vary from one faith to another, that véjg within a particular
faith and that vary from one historical period to the next.

What is central and fundamental for a particular religious faith

consists not of a fixed set of mimimal theological beliefs,

R
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It is something that can be and sometimes 'is manifested by the

substantive results of spe01flc theologlcal research areas.
.Rather than to insist .that there is or must be some

minimal set of theological beliefs that underlies or is' hidden

among the welter of specific theologies, I think it more

profitable and plausible to suggest that religious and theo-

logical beliefs are themselves in the process of being aeveloped.

Systems of theological belief are net something which underlie

chengee in, the practice of a religious faith, but something

that is forged and that changes along with changes in practice -

in relatlon also to the non-religious bellefs’and practices’

of the prevalllng culture, Theologlans and reflectlve bellevers

generally, in other words, create and develop-rather than "

simply adhere to, repeat or fossilize specific theolagical beliefs.

In the continuous process of articulating what this means-or.

ought to méan for those who share it, ané perhaps also others,

in this reflective enterprise, theologians lso articulete

what it means to be a Christian, Jew, Muslim, Hindu or Buddhiet.

These developments, specific creedal formulae, fqQr example,

may or may not prove worthy of being integrated intec the self-

understanding of a particular community's faith él a pa;ticular

time., But all of these developments, in var&ing degrees, have

had an impaqt‘in shaping that self--understanding.s0

Perhaps, in closing, I can make this perspective some-

what clearer if I do so in terms of an amended version of a

f -
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proposal recently offered by John Hick regarding the value of
a "Copernican revolution in our theology of rﬁiégions". Con-
cerned with the problems of how to foster and .encourage con-

versation among participants of different religious faiths,

Hick suggested that Christians abandon the view in which

-

"Christianity is seen as the centre of the universe of faiths,
' ¢

and all other religions are regarded as revolving around it .
and as being graded in value according to their distance

from it". Por Hick, this view ié theoiogically pto;eﬁqif
because it involves progressively more complicated revisions of

doctrine "to try to accommodate our growing knowledge of other

faiths and our awareness“of the true piety which they sustain".

Heni?Tiﬁé argues that just as:

Copernicus realized that it is the sun and

not the earth, that is at the centre, and

that all the heavenly bodies, including our

own earth, revolve around it..,we have to
realize that the universe of faiths centres

upon God and not upon Christianity or upon

any other religion. He is the sun, the
originative source of light and life, whom all 3
religions reflect in their own different ways.5

The merits of this proposal for inter-faith dialogue are not
here. in question. - But with reference specifically to the
Christian religious tradiéion, this proposal may be guite
uséful for explicating the relationship between the results
Ofvthéological reflection and the judgement of the significance
of t;Ks community's alleged experience of God., After all, it

is this alleged experience that, for participants, formsfthe
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context in which theological-reflection is!done and the rest
of their expérieﬁce is structured into a meaningful whole.

= As a consequence of a critique of Heimbeck's view
‘of the justification of theological beliefs,. I have argued
that reascning from signs in theology is context-dependent.
?he truth of particular theological beliefs, whetﬁér category A
or B are justified by participants only within the context
provided by an initial judgement of the significance of their

own and their community'

d of religious experience
a;ticulated in terms of central symbols. Following Hick, I
'thihk it may be.helpf 1 to explore thé possibility that, for
Christians, the universe of particular theolégies,jcreedal
formulae, changing rites and rituals, practices and ethical
commitments that compose the multifarious cumul&tive Christian
religious tradition is focused upon what has been referred‘to
variously és their éllegedAexperience of faith, oflreligious

. . . 52
conversion Or saving experience.

It is through ref;ection
upon this expérience and.iﬁ interpreting its significance that
participants in ChristianrréligiOUS faith articulate their
sense of what is significant'about human living and living
humanly, both its possibility and promise. Moreoverlfor
Christians, it is Jesus Christ that consitutes the identifying
reference poiﬁf for intefprgﬁihg the meaning of their experience -
a meahing whose pattern qhanges throughout the history of the

interaction of this symbol with the network of stories, beliefs

and practices developed<&§ound it in this tradition and in
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interaction with‘changing cultural patté?ﬁs in society at
lartje.53 . b

Viewed from this perspective, however, systems of
theological belief are but one important derivatife expression
of Christian religious faith that is part of the larger

cumulative development of this religiocus tradition. At any

cne time, this tradition comprises a large network of loosely

. interrelated community's, each with its own and often over-

lapping coterie of systems of theological beliefs and religious

‘practices, Moreover, as Slater notes:

In each tradition we discern family resem-
blances beétween expressions of fdith from one
generation to the next. But there is no single
essential core, such that we can say that this
or that concept of transcendence or the sacred
is necessarily present in the minds of the
faithful at any given time. '

Nor, as is well known, is there an easy exchange of views on

the meaning of these beliefs and practices that different

LY

‘groups within one religious tradition regard as fundamental

or important. .

In sum, systems of theological beliefs are better
understoéd as the failible results of networks of complex
intersecting and overlapping theological research areas
rather than as a singlé unit governed by the slavish adherence
to a particular set of beliefs. Theologies and the discussion

and assessment of theological beliefs are not the unified

entity they are often portrayed to be. éﬁ.addition, I submit

|

e

\»

»
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that the question of the rationality of particular theological
beliefg is not a matter of showing how some selection of these
beliefs is justifiable in terms of a class of allegedly
epistemological basic beliefs. Rather, it is a matter of
displéying and assessing the degree to which theése beliefs
articulate successfully the ultimate significance of our
experience of ﬁhe world, for being humantthat participants
allege is avaiflable tg all of us. Whether this approach

does viclence to a particular religious faith is for parti-
_cipaﬂts‘of that faith-to determine. However, Iwnote that it
does have the merit of avoiding what Robert Bellah has called
the "objectivist fallacy", "the confusion of belief and
religion,lwhich is found enly in the religious traditions

deeply influenced By Greek thought".55

Perhaps, much the ffiore
important test of the vitality and truth of a particular religious
faith may turn out to be the degree to which it enables
participants in it to liﬁe fully human lives on the mddel of
those considergd paradigmatic within their respective tra-
ditions. Whether and in what.sense this suggestion is accurate

% .
however, remains to be seen.

A
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Chapter 6: Notes

Alvin Plantinga, "The Reformed Objection to Natural

Theology" in John B. Brough, Daniel B. Dahlstrom and Henry B.
Veatch eds., Philosophical Knowledge, (Washington, D.C.:

The Catholic University of America, 1980), p. 53. See

also his "Is Belief in God Rational?" in Cornelius F.

Delaney ed., Rationality and Religious Belief, “(Notre

Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1979), pp. 7 - 27.

Alvin Plantinga, "The Reformed Objection to Natural Theology",
p. 53.

It is on this point that I would make common cause with
those critics of fideism that urge that it is a mistake to
hold that theological beliefs and in particular, belief in
God are "framework beliefs" to which evidence or grounds

are irrelevant. Rather, I maintain that theological beliefs
are complex inferences offered to display the significance
of a certain sort of alleged experience. For a discussion,

'see Norman Malcolm "The Groundlessness of Belief" and his

"Postscript", Colin Lyas "The Groundlessness of Religious
Belief", and Basil Mitchell, "Remarks" in Stuart C. Brown
ed., Reason and Religion, {(Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1977}, pp. 141 - 190. Xai Nielsen, "Reasonable
Belief Without Justification" in Body, Mind and Method,
Donald Gustafson and Bangs L. Tapscott eds., (Dordrecht
Holland: D. Reidel, 1980), pp. 65 - 75.

Alvin Plantinga, op. cit., pp. 57 - 58.

Benolt Garceau, "On Dining with the Meta-Theological
Skeptic: Comments on Nielsen's Position" in Mostafa
Faghfoury ed., Analytical Philosophy of Religion in Canada,
(Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 1982), p. 132.

Kai Nielsen, "Skepticism and Belief: A Reply to Benot
Garceau", unpublished draft, p. 11. '

I will consider Nielsen's fourth claim below in section
6.25, E e

Kai ﬁielsen, ibid., p. 8.

As Nielsen remarks, some of the things Garceau sayj_about
the "experience of God" or "the experience " might
easily be construed as making a claim to self-
authenticating knowledge of God. For instance, as quoted
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16.
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by Nielsen, Garceau does refer to the "experience of God"
as a "domain of private and -non-published experience";

"a dimension that is not manifest and remains secret" or

is "untouched even if it were possible to krnow the totality

-0f the manifestations of a religious group or a religious:

person", Kai Nielsen, ibid., p. 7. But, I say he is
correct at least against Plantinga because as I have argued
above in section 3.1l, Garceau need not be interpreted in
this way. . A

Peter Donovan, Interpreting Religious Experience, (London:
Sheldon Press, 1979), p. 71.

Richard S. Swinburne, The Existence 'of God, (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1979), p. 254,

Kai Nielsen, "Skepticism and Belief: A Reply to Garceau",
p. 9. P
Richard S. Swinburne, The Existence of God, ibid., p. 254.
By an "epistemic use" of the words "seems", "looks",
"appears", he means that these words "describe what the
subject is inclined to believe on the basis of his present
sensory experience. If I say the ship appears to be moving.
I am saying that I am inclined to believe that the ship is
moving and that it is my present sensory experience which
leads me to have this inclination to belief", pp. 245 - 246.

Following Michael Williams, by an "epistemic belief", I
mean a belief about our beliefs. "Our epistemic beliefs
include beliefs about techniques for acquiring and rejecting
beliefs, beliefs about the conditions under which beliefs
of certain kinds are likely to be true, and so on." Though
I do not pause to argue this view here, I think that "prin-
ciples of rationality", "standards of verification",
"conditions of rational basicality", "grammatical remarks"
and the like are in fact edifying labels for widely held
but defeasible epistemic beliefs that in certain contexts
of inquiry may well be overruled by other epistemic beliefs.
For Williams discussion of epistemic beliefs and their
importance, see Michael Williams, "Coherence, Justification
and Truth", Review of Metaphysics, 33(1980), 248 ff.

Terence Penelhum, Religion and Rationality, (New York:
Random House, 1971), p. 168.

Richard S. Swinburne, The Existence of God, p. 254, note 1.

Al
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17. As Swinburne puts it, "if it seems to me that I have a

18.

19.

glimpse of Heaven or a Vision of God, that is grounds for
me and others to suppose that I do. And more generally,
the occurence of religious experiences is prima-facie
reason for all to believe in that of which the purported
experience was purportedly an experience." Richard S.
Swinburne, ibid., p. 260. Of coursg, this is hardly the
end of the story regarding how the evidential value of  ,
alleged religious experiences in the myriad shapes these
take is to be evaluated within particular religious tradi-
tions. - In addition, to say that our experience generally
has evidential value for the beliefs we advance because of it
intended to be trivial. It is trivial until attention is
paid to particular contexts of inguiry. ' How the evidential
value of our experience is to be construed is relative to
the context provided by specific inquiries, the subject-
matter they study, the interests and aims they serve and
the "standards" they involve for assessing it. For instance,
consider the many different ways Swinburne's own "principle
of credulity” may be interpreted and constrained in the
contexts of the law, psycho-analysis, behaviouristic
psychology, aesthetics, history or chemistry. But for
present purposes my point*is more restricted. I am
interested in removing a priori obstacles that many
philosophers consider currently Stand in the way of taking
Swinburne's contention seriously\for the religious context.

To make much progress in this objective presupposes a

willingness to listen .and learn from those whose experience,

*this is about the ways in which its evidential value is

construed and circumscribed within this context.

In fairness to Swinburne, I note that he considers and
rejects two such attempts to restrict the "principle of
credulity", in ways designed to rule out its application

to religious experience. The first is "that this principle
of credulity is not an ultimate principle of rationality
but itself requires inductive justification and that justi-
fication is available in ordinary cases but not in the
religious cases." The second "allows that the principle
holds in the ordinary cases (without needing inductive
justification) but denies that (in the absence of induc-
tive justification) it holds in less usual cases™. For

his discussion, see The Existence of God, pp. 255, 257.

For consistency of exposition I will consider Nielsen's N
views as illustrative of the sorts of consideration usually
invoked at this stage. '

Kai Nielsen, "Skepticism and Belief: A Reply to BenoTt
Garceau", p. 1ll. ’

is
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. Kai Nielsen, ibid., p. 12.
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_Kai Nielsen, ibid., pp. 11, 18.

On the derivative and secondary status of theological
beliefs, William A. Christian observes that there are
"two layers in the structure of religious discourse

involved here. First, the main point of the doctrines of

a religion is not to deny the doctrines of other religions;

they are not generated simply as negative reactions to

doctrines of other religions...On the contrary, the main ‘ s
point of the doctrines of a religion is to say something

positive about the meaning of life. Second, the doctrines

of a religion themselves are generated by a certain vision

of life, and this vision is suggested and shaped by particu-

lar experiences and practices in particular historical and

social settings. Thus oppdsitions of doctrines are deriva-

tive and consequential; they are twice removed from those
particular experiences and activities which are existentially
primary in religion." William A. Christian, Oppositions of
Religious Doctrines, (London: Macmillan, 1972}, p. 15.

For a more complex view of the "layers in the structure of
religious discourse" involved here, see Benoilt Garceau,

"On Dining with the Meta-Theological Skeptic: Comments .
on Nielsen's Position", p. 131, :

T think that Nielsen is unaware of the importance of this.
feature for understanding the meaning of sentences and
beliefs about God. His duscussion of Donald Evans' view
that "faith in God is best understood...by reference to
depth experiences" is illustrative. Nielsen writes, "Evans
is perfectly aware that these experiences can be understood
in a purely secular manner, but he tells us, 'the man of
faith interprets the depth-experience as a revelation con-

~cerning both man and God.' These do not he believes, just

show in man a mysterious depth, a capacity for awe, self-

abasement, exaltation and wonder, but they do attest to the

fact that they can be read as 'a revelation of God', the

hidden personal being who reveals his own nature through

the numinous sunset ,or saint'." According to Nielsen, "the

problem is what does it mean to 'interpret the depth-

experience as a revelation of God'? What could this mean?"

This reconstruction gives the impression that according to

Evans, in the interpretation of -a depth-experience there

are two separable interpretations of .its meaning, one

secular and one theological, that are overlaid one upon the ,
other. I think this is a -misunderstanding., In the passage

Nielsen cites, Evans reiterates his view that "the man of .
faith interprets the depth-experience as a revelation of o
both man and God". But Evans also prefaces Nielsen's
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second citation, "that Nielsen 1gnores, with the re
"for the man of faith however, the depth-e
a revelation of God...", (my emphasis). In judging o
significance of an alleged depth-experience, that it
revelatory of both man and God, the believer is maint ining
that to properly understand the significance the depth
experienge has, one must interpret it in terms of the ‘\
relatlonshlp between man and God it discloses. The point

is that assertions or beliefs about God construed in abstrac-
tion from their connection with the significance of human
experience are systematically ambiguous. To understand
beliefs about God one must remember that they are beliefs
founded upon and derived from an alleged experience of our,
relationship with God. For Evans' discussion, see his
"Differences Between Scientific and Religious Assertions",
reprinted in Norman O. Schedler ed., The Philosophy of
Religion, (New York: Macmillan, 1974), pp. 305, 306 — 307.
Kai Nielsen, Skepticism, (London: Macmillan, 1973), p. 68.

that .
also
the

Peter Donovan, Interpreting Religious Experience, p. 33.

Relevant here are Stephen D. Ross's remarks concerning his
theory of "query"; his theory of rational activity that is
grounded in multlple perspectives among -which he includes

art, philosophy, science and I would add theology and

religious reflection generally. He writes "If query is

context and perspective dependent then the natural step is

to affirm the context and perspective-dependence of things.
What something is is a function of its contexts and locations
including but not restricted to its relations to human
experience. Experience indicates the inexhaustibility of
things, but it does not to my mind create that 1nexhaust1b111ty
As such, in the context of "perspectival realism", "science

in particular, but any mode of query in general, tells us

when its conclusions are valid, what is true about the

nature of things, but never the whole truth - because things
are inexhaustible --and both truth and being are perspectival

a function of location". Stephen D Ross, "Skepticism,

Holism and Inexhaustibility", Review of Metaphysics, 35(1982),
pp. 552, 553, also 542 - 556.

Kai Nielsen, "Skepticism and Belief: A Reply to Bendlt
Garceau", p. 12. It should now be clear in what sense
Nielsen means to be construed when he claims that “rellglous
experience is an evident psychological reality". If it is
true that the cognitive meanlngfulness of theologlcal
beliefs must be displayed in this way and if this cannot be
accomplished, then believers are mistaken in thinking that
their religious experience can be construed as evidence
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~for the justification of their beliefs. They are mistaken
because no such alleged religious experience could provide
such evidence. In a word, there cannot be experiences that
have religious significance because there is no legitimate
religious significance to be discerned, Hence, reminiscent.
of Alfred J. Ayer I suppose, Nielsen would agree that "the
fact that people have religious experience is interesting
from a psychological point of wview, but it does net in any
way imply that there is such a thing as religious knowledge.
"The thelst...may believe that his experiences are cognitive
experiences but unless he can formulate his 'knowledge'

in propositions that are empirically verifiable, we may be
sure he is deluding himself. It follows that those philos-
ophers who fill their bocks with assertions that they .
intuitively 'know this or that moral or religious truth'

are merely providing material for psychoanalysis."” BAlfred
J. Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, (Harmondsworth: Penguin,
1936, 1971), p. 158.

27. Tor a discussion of several other examples of proposed stan-
dards that might allegedly explain how the foundatlonallst
knows or indeed how anyone knows that a given proposition
is self-evident or rationally Qgslc, see Alvin Plantinga,
"Is Belief in God Rational?", in Cornelius F. Delaney, ed.,
Rationality and Religious Belief, pp. 21 - 27.

28. This appears to be Nielsen's view. See, for example, his
"Empiricism, Theoretical Constructs and God", The Journal
cf Religion, 54(1974), p. 209.

29. Kai Nielsen, Skepticism, p. 98.

30. Kai Nielsen, ibid., p. 92. For his critique of Zeus -
like conceptions of God, see his discussion, pp. 90 - 94.

31. Kai Nielsen, ibid., p. 99. I note in passing that it is
at least arguable that debates about rival cosmological
theories are not resolvable by invoking a standard of public
verifiability of the sort Nielsen proposes. For a dis-
cussion, see Mary Hesse, "Criteria of Truth in Science and
Theology”, Religious Studies, 11(1975), pp. 390 - 391.

32. The situation here may not be so obvious as this. .For
instance, speaking with the concepts of "objectivity" and
"empirical control" in mind, Andrew Lugg has proposed- that
"like most philosophers, I too hold that ientific inguiry
is objective because it is under empirical “¢ontrol. Where
T differ is in my insistence that objectivi is secured
in different ways in different contexts. Scientific
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activity is controlled, but not always in the same way.
Theoretical speculatlon, as I see the matter, is con-
strained not by a single method but jin a piece-meal fashion
by various particular methods approprlate to the wvarious
particular research areas which science comprises." Andrew
Lugg, "Science Without Method", public lecture read at
Carleton University, November 1981, unpublished draft,

p. 2. :

Mary Hesse, "Criteria of Truth in Science and Theology",
Religious Studies, 11 (1975), p. 392.

Kenneth Sayre, "A Perceptual Model of Belief in God" in
Frederick J. Crosson ed., The Autonomy of Religious Belief,
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981),

pp. 124 - 125. See also Donald Evans' recent discussion of
"on-looks" in his "Authenticity and Truth in Religion"

read at the Canadian Philosophical Association, Ottawa,
June 1982, unpubllshed draft, pp. 13 - 16,

Kenneth Savyre, 1bld., p. 123.°

For further examples, Sayre writes that "to believe in

God is to see the world in a certain manner when near
dispair, it is to perceive a world where human needs make
a difference. When afflicted with injustice, it is to see
a world in which rightiousness prevalls. When mournful,

it is to see the world as offering comfort; when moved to
mercy, to see an order in which mercy is rewarded."
Kenneth Sayre, ibid., p. 124.,

Sayre, ibid., pp. 122 - 123, -

Hans Gadamer, "Religious and Poetical Spedking" in Alan M.

Olson ed., Myth, Symbol and Reality, (Notre Dame: University

of Notre Dame Press, 1980), p. 92. Similarly Sayre notes
that "a person who believes in God (perceives the world as

having a certain significance) has a correct belief (perceives

the world correctly) if.and only if the world in fact
possesses significance of this sort...although considerable
problems remain in specifying the ultimate significance of
the world we experience, there is a sense in which a person
who perceives the world as having a certain form of 51gn1—
ficance would perceive incorrectly if nothing existed ‘in
the worldtcorresponding to that perception." Sayre, ibid.,
p. 126.

Kai Nielsen, "Empiricism, Theoretical Constructs and God",
pp. 210 - 211.
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For a discussion of current theological diversity, see

David Tracy, Blessed Rage for Order: The New Pluralism

in Theology, {New York: Seabury Press, 1975), pp. 3 - 42.

John Hick, ed., The Myth of God Incarnate, (London: SCM

_Press, 1977), p. x. The authors of the Preface to this work

42.

from which this guotation is' taken dre unnamed. However,
the Preface begins by announcing £hat "it is clear to the
writers of this book - as to a great many other Christians
today - that Christianity has throughout its history been
a continuously growing and changing movement", p. ix.
Hence, I take it that these 'quotations represent the views
of all of the contributors to this volume. These include
Maurice Wiles, Francis Young, Dennis Nineham, Michael
Gouldner, Don Cupitt as well as John Hick.

In addition to The Myth of God Incarnate, ed., John Hick,
see also Michael Gouldner ed., Incarnation and Myth: The
Debate Continued, (London: SCM Press, 1979), Michael ‘
Green ed., The Truth of-God Incarnate, (Grand Rapids Mich.:

_W.B. Erdman, 1977) and Don Cupitt, The Debate About Christ,

43.

44,

(London: 8CM Press, 1979).

Raeburne S. Heimbeck, Theology and Meaning, (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1969), p. 174. '

For_examples of the potential imgortance of considering
seriously differences between different faiths for under-

standing the meaning and structure of the justification.of
theological beliefs participants of them hold, see Emil
Fackenheim, "Elijah and the Empiricists” in his Encounters
Between Judaism and Modern Philosophy, (New York:T Schockeén
1980), pp. 11 - 12 and Ninian Smart, "Truth and Religions”

- in John Hick ed., Truth and Dialogue, (London: Sheldon

45.

46,

47,

Press, 1974), p. 50.

Raeburne S.‘Heimbeck,'Theology and Meaning, pp. 175 - 176.

Perhaps it is not unfair to say that theological reflection
and theological beliefs conducted in the absence of an
alleged experience of God is empty. But an alleged
experience of God in the absence of some theological tra-
dition is blind.

, :
Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions,
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962, 2nd edition,
1972), p. 1. :
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49,
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Ian G. Barbour, Myths Models and Paradigms, (New York:

Harper & Row, 1974), p. 3. See alsg, Basil Mitchell, The
Justification of Religious Belief, #&ondon: Macmillan, 1973)
and Earl Maccormac, Metaphor and h in Science and Religion,

{burham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1976). -

Tha view of theology and theological work adumbrated here
can be clarified further by commenting on John Hick's
distinction between two types of theology, "dogmatics" and
"problematics". "Dogmatic theology", he writes "...studies
and conserves the inherited tradition, having accepted its
fundamental structure as permanently valid, because divinely
revealed. Problematic theology, on the other hand, takes
place at the interfaces between the tzadition and the world -
both the secular world and the other Yreligious world and

is concerned to create new theology in the light of new
situations. Thus whilst dogmatic theology assumes that

its basic positions represent the final truth, problematic
theology sees its conclusions as hypotheses open to revision
and always seeking greater adequacy, béing comparable in
this respect with the hypotheses of the sciences". Though
this distinction is helpful, I think that it marks at most
a difference of degree and not in kind, I suggest that what
is valuable about the various components of a developing
religious tradition is that participants of it have been
able, in varying degrees, to discern and articulate their
continuing invelvement through its changing patterns.

What is divinely revealed for Christians, I suppose, is

God most clearly in Jesus Christ and not the "fundamental
structure of the inherited tradition"., Of course, this
suggestion is for Christians to evaluate. But were it
acceptable, I see no reason to think that the conclusicns
theologians offer in the conduct of a dogmatic theology
oriented towards achieving a consensus among the faithful
are not suscepfible of revision and development "in the
light of new situations" in the manner Hick suggests is
true of the conclusions of problematic theology. John
Hick, God Has Many Names, (London: Macmillan, 1980), p. 1.

I note that if this view of theological work -is near the
mark, we should expect to see evidence from the history of
theology of the following. There should be "theological
revolutions" where one paradigm of interpretation or a
cluster of them are replaced by others, There should be a
"normal theology" in which problems or puzzles are solved
through reflection on the work of classic authors and texts.
There should be considérable resistance to adaptations or
new formulations of older paradigms. There should be the
emergence of new difficulties that resist being incorporated

1)
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into older paradigms, In addition, the process of paradigm
change should disclose one of three ways of resolving a
crisis. Either the problems in question are-resolved by
improving the existing paradigm, or the problems are
shelved or a new paradigm is advocated that offers a
different perspective capable of solving the initial
problems even as it generates new ones. Whether and to
what degree any of these and other parallels khetween the
history of theoclogy and the history of science are present
is a matter for further work‘gggggh there is evidence
available to suggest that they afe present. See, for
example, Hans Kung, Does God Exist?, tr. Edward Quinn,-
(New York: Doubleday Inc., 1978), pp. 111 - 115.

John Hick, "WhRatever Path Men Choose Is Mine", reprinted
in John Hick, God Has Many Names, pp. 51 - 52.

Benoft Garceau, "On Dining With the Meta-Theological

Skeptic: Comments on Nielsen's Position", pp. 133 - 135,
Donald Evans, "Authenticity and Truth in Religion", un-
published draft, pp. 1 - 5 and Peter Slater's description

of this experience is worth quoting in full, He writes

that a "saving experience", "will be the experience of one®i -
who was shattered and is now whole, was lost but is found,
was bound but is now free, was alienated but is now
reconciled, was utterly gloomy. but is now ecstatically
joyous. It will be the experience of one who has transcended
or is transcending, whatev conditions are hellish and is
entering upon. the path teflirvana, In William James's
sense, it is the experien of the twice-born." Peter
Slater, "The TranscendingsProcess and the Relocation of

~ the Sacred", in Alan Olson and Lercy 5. Rouer eds.,

Transcendence and the Sacred, {(Notre Dame: University
of Notre Dame Press, 1981), p. 4l. e

",

See Peter Slater's discussion in his The Dynamics of Reliyion,
(New York: Harper & Row, 1978), pp. 28 -47 for a discussion
of how to go about "characterizing the continuity through
change which typifies the dynamics of religion", p. 28.

Peter Slater,.fThe Transgending Process and the Relocation ol
of the Sacred", op. cit., p. 48.

As Bellah notes. this confusion of belief and religion has
been characteristic of both believers and their detractors. -
But he suggests, "the effort to maintain orthodox belief

has been prfmarily an effort to maintain authority rather
than faith". Robert Bellah, "Religion and Belief: The
Historical Background of 'Non-Belief'", reprinted in ‘Robert
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Bellah, Beyond Belief, (New York: Harper & Row, 1970,
1976), pp. 220, 221. On these issues of the differences
and relationship ‘between the concepts of belief, faith

and authority, see Van A. Harvey, The Historian and the
Believer, (Philadelphia: Fortress Eress, 1966), pp. 102 -

126 and Wilfred C. *Smith, Faith and Belief, (Princeton:

Princeton Uniyfrsit§5Press, 1979), pp. 3 - 19..
N
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