














2.5  Faith’sRationality

Is Christian faith rational? The ongoing activity of trusting God is rational only if
the beliefs that it presupposes are rational. What is it for a belief to be rational? I assume
this is a derivative way of talking, and that speaking strictly we would say that it is a person
who in such and such circumstances is rational in having a particular belief. I operate with
a generous definition of rationality: a belief is rational just if it is not irrational. A person
avoids being irrational when his cognitive powers are functioning normaily.

The limit case of irrationality is having a belief that obviously cannot be true,
because of its logical structure or because of its meaning. I take it for granted that no
essential theological beliefs of the Christian faith are irrational on these grounds.

A more interesting way that a belief can be irrational is if it is logically inconsistent
with other beliefs that a person holds. If a person already believes that P and acquires the
belief that Q, where it is logically or metaphysically impossible for P and Q to both be true,
then that person may be irrational in believing that Q. Even here, it is not obvious that this
suffices for belief that Q to be irrational. The person must have actually noticed that P and
Q are inconsistent; most of our pairs of beliefs are never consciously entertained, and thus
never tested for consistency in this way. Even when we wonder about the consistency of P
and Q the chain of inferences from P to not-Q may be so long and complex, or so difficult
to discover or understand, that one never discovers it. Since it’s impossible for finite
minds to test all their actual and prospective beliefs for consistency, I take it that the mere
fact that a person’s belief system contains logical inconsistencies does not in itself imply he
isirrational. Indeed, it is normal and reasonable for a human being to have an inconsistent
belief system in this way.

Even where someone is aware of the logical inconsistency of P and Q, it doesn’t
follow that she is irrational in virtue of believing both. I suppose that a person who has

very good evidence for P and also has very good evidence for Q, and believes that P and Q
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are logically inconsistent, can rationally believe both, so long as she recognizes the
problematic nature of her situation and is disposed to seek a resolution that involves
abandoning belief in at least one of these. If a person had the power to choose beliefs at
will, then she could simply choose to withhold judgment, believing neither, or she could
choose to believe Q if the evidence for it was slj ghtly better than the evidence for P, or she
could choose one arbitrarily. Given that human persons do not have this power, it is
possible that a normally functioning, rational human being will have to believe both. What
this illustrates is the fact that being rational isn’t a simple matter of being logical: a normally
functioning person may, under certain circumstances, knowingly believe things that are
logically inconsistent.

Itis still possible for someone to be irrational in believing both Pand Q. This
happens when he believes both P and Q, believes that P is logically inconsistent with Q,
and has very good evidence for P and little or no good evidence for Q. E.g., a
scientifically educated person who believes the claims of astrologers about the stars’
influence on human events is irrational in virtue of this latter belief. There are not, |
believe, any beliefs for which I have good evidence that are logically inconsistent with my
Christian theological beliefs. At least all the candidates I have heard of on inspection have
turned out to be at best beliefs we do not know how to make comport or cohere with
Christian theological beliefs. When we have a large, complex and very old system of
beliefs, as we have in Christian theology, it is in fact fairly difficult to come up with
plausible beliefs that are inconsistent with it, simply because no such system of belief is
completely determinate or fully interpreted. There is almost always plenty of room to
maneuver to avoid any inconsistency.

It was for many years widely held that a belief is irrational if one cannot produce
good reasons for it, i.e. if he cannot rationally Justify it (cf. the analogous view about the

nature of knowledge implicit in the tripartite analysis, supra sec. 2.2). Some who took
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this view also held that the theological beliefs presupposed by faith in God cannot be
rationally justified and therefore are not rational. Others accepted this standafd for
rationality in belief but maintained that Christian theological beliefs can be rationally
justified. As early as the late 18th century Thomas Reid argued that many of human
beings’ most important beliefs (e.g that there are minds other than one’s own, that our
senses are generally reliable, that there are material objects) cannot be rationally justified.
Rather than embracing skepticism, Reid rejected this standard for rationality. Recently this
Reidian view has re-emerged undervthe rubric ‘Reformed Epistemology.” The fact that a
person cannot rationally justify his theological beliefs doesn’t imply that he is irrational in
having them. E.g. a child raised in Orange City, Iowa may be incapable of rationally
justifying her belief that there is a God, or that Jesus rose from the dead, yet she is rational
in believing these things. Normally functioning human beings generally believe what their
parents, friends, neighbors, teachers, etc, tell them to believe: it is not necessarily
irrational to believe these things.

Similarly, a child raised in Cairo, Egypt may be equally rational in believing the
theological claims of Islam. To say a belief is rational is not to say a great deal in its favor.
More interestingly, the principle of ‘episternic conservatism’ tells us that the person who
already rationally believes that P is rational in continuing to believe that P even in the face
of objections to and arguments against it that he does not know how to rebut. A college
student whose philosophy professor contrives a clever argument for solipsism would be
irrational to abandon the belief that he exists, merely because he cannot refute the argument;
indeed, it would be irrational for him to give up that belief so easily. (Normal human
beings do not believe everything they are told by philosophy professors.) So far, so good
for Reformed epistemology, but I suspect that its advocates go too far when they conclude
that in today’s secular society, in which it is common knowledge that large numbers of

very intelligent, well-educated, (otherwise) normal persons actively deny Christian

DIIW 21




theological beliefs, intelligent, educated, adult Christians can be rational while being
incapable of rationally justifying those beliefs in any way. As a matter of fact [ doubt that
there are many intelligent, educated, adult Christians whose faith is irrational on these
grounds. Even if there were, this would at best only provide some sort of inductive
evidence against the rationality of Christian belief, evidence that can be outweighed by any
number of ingenious attempts to rationally justify Christian belief.

It has sometimes been held that a belief is irrational if we are incapable of providing
arationally justified explanation of it. Some Christian theological beliefs are ‘beyond
reasoﬁ’ in that they cannot be rationally explained or understood. Christianity’s critics have
sometimes contended that belief in the Incarnation, or that God is triune, is irrational
because we cannot explain how these things could be true. (This claim needs to be
distinguished from the claim that these beliefs are logically inconsistent.) As faras! can
see this objection to the rationality of Christian belief is simply confused. Whether it is
rational to believe that Pis independent of whether we can understand or explain why Pis
true. Consider, e.g. the quantum theory of the atom on its standard, ‘Copenhagen,’
interpretation. On the one hand, we have extremely good empirical evidence for this
theory. It is one of the most well-corroborated theories in the history of science. Many
physicists would claim that it is irrational not to believe it. On the other hand, no human
being really grasps how this theory can be true; the tale it tells about the microworld is
utterly bizarre. Now in what [ think is an essentially similar way, it may be entirely rational
to believe that God became a human being, or that God is triune, even though these may be
realities that exceed the grasp of human comprehension. The rational can include the
inexplicable.

Finally, it has on occasion been argued that a belief is irrational if it is not testable,
or not falsifiable, and that Christian theological beliefs are irrational on these grounds.

First, I take the assumption that Christian beliefs are not falsifiable to be false. The system
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of beliefs that constitutes any particular version of Christian theology is as vulnerable to the
criticism that it is logically inconsistent as any other interesting system of belief. As I noted
above, such a belief system is typically somewhat indeterminate, both in its content and its
meaning, so this may be a relatively difficult criticism to make stick, but that is a feature of
all complex systems of belief. Further, Christian belief is vulnerable to empirical
refutation. The discovery of the bones of Jesus of Nazareth, that he never lived, or that he
was never crucified are among the possible empirical discoveries that would suffice to
falsify essential Christian beliefs. As a matter of logic, there clearly are empirical tests for
Christianity. It may be the case, as a matter of psychology, that no evidence would cause a
committed Christian to believe that any of these discoveries had really been made, but that’s
another question. It is an important question. As I asserted above (1.3), it can happen that
one holds the beliefs that faith in Christ presupposes in an ideological way, i.e. ina
defensive way that seeks to close them off from being tested. This is irrational Christian
belief. It is a form of Christian belief in which faith in God is being implicitly denied. As
such this is at best not a normative species of Christian belief. The fact that a system of
belief can be held in an irrational way tells us something about (fallen) human nature, but I

doubt that it tells us anything specific about the beliefs that happen to be held.

2.6 Faithand Reason

At face value, Christian belief does not suffer from irrationality. However, many
Christians feel uncomfortable with the question about Christianity’s rationality, because
they see faith and reason as in some important way opposed, and regard it as inappropriate
to test faith by the standards of rationality. There are a few things worth saying about the

relation of faith and reason.
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Human beings are capable of logical reasoning; we have the ability to make
inferences from premises to conclusions according to certain rules. Generically, this is
what goes on when we do philosophy, history, mathematics, science; we also do this,
though with typically less care about the justification of our inferences, in much of our
everyday thinking. This reasoning ability gives us the power to learn many things about
the world, at least when we can acquire premises in other ways, say by means of
sensation. However, [ believe that normal human beings (fallen or not) cannot by these
means reach many interesting, catégorical conclusions about God, e.g. reason may tell us
that if God exists, he is wise, but it dmoes not tell us that God exists. (There are plenty of
valid, and even sound, arguments for God’s existence, but none that I know of are clearly
cogent. i.e. they would not compel belief in a fully rational human being.)

Rejecting most of natural theology, I believe that we need God to take special action
to make himself known to us. [ believe that he has, and that now, on the basis of what he
has revealed to us, we make rational inferences to conclusions about God that would not
naturally be available to us. AsIasserted in the preceding section, [ do not think these
deliverances of dogmatic Christian theology are irrational; they cannot be obtained by way
of unaided human reasoning, but they can be obtained by the human reasoning engaged in
by those who come into contact with the content of divine revelation. Further, I believe
that the conclusions we reach in this way are rational in the sense of being logically
consistent even if they are sometimes in important ways beyond the grasp of the human
mind. Here I find helpful the traditional distinction between understanding and

comprehending: we can understand, e.g. that God is triune without comprehending this,

i.e. without having rational insight as to how this is possible.
The crucial question that arises here is the question of why one should believe that
God actually has revealed himself, and that he has done it in a particular way. Since I reject

most of traditional natural theology, as well as the Reformed epistemologists’ claim that we
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do not need to rationally justify our Christian beliefs, this is not an easy question for me to
answer. | begin with a metatheoretic consideration on the kind of evidence we should
reasonably expect there to be if Christianity is actually true. If there is a God with a
unique, definite character, whose specific purposes include there being a relationship of
love with creatures, whose responsive love, but also whose autonomy, freedom and
rationality, matter to him, then it is reasonable to expect that there should be some evidence
for his existence, so that belief that this God exists is rational, but not so much evidence or
such good evidence that it is irrational not to believe that this God exists. I believe that this
expectation is satisfied by what we a;ctually find in our experience.

Although I do not know of any cogent natural theological argument for the
existence of God, or for many other beliefs essentially presupposed by Christian faith, and
in fact doubt on a priori grounds whether there can be such arguments for many of them,
there are secondary ways in which philosophical argument, and other applications of
ordinary human reason, can establish the rationality of Christian faith. We can defend the
logical consistency of the Christian faith, we can make a case for the historical accuracy of
the biblical witnesses, and argue, by appeal to antecedent probabilities, that the way our
world looks is the way we should expect it to look if it were created by the God of the
Bible.6 Further, there is the fact that Christian theology is a system of beliefs that has great
explanatory power. It can, in fact, subsume, as parts of a comprehensive explanatory
scheme, ways of explaining the world that are themselves extremely comprehensive and
powerful.” None of these suffice to prove that Christianity is true, nor even to render
those who are not Christians ipso facto irrational. They do amount to a strong case for the
rationality of Christian belief. However, they are neither the first nor the last word on why

one ought to accept the Christian faith.

61 advance an argument for this in my “Theism, Christianity, and the Grand Evolutionary Story,”
forthcoming.

7 regard showing that, and how, this is the cae to be the main substantive component of my integrative
task as a Christian philosopher (cf. sec 3.3, infra).
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The religious epistemological starting point is the historical human witness to
putative acts of God in history on behalf of human beings.8 Without presupposing that
the events the Biblical authors say took place actually did occur, nor that their
interpretations of these events is true, we can say this: in this book we encounter a
character: the God who is described as creating the world, calling a nation into existence,
and ultimately becoming part of his creation, being executed for blasphemy and sedition,
and being resurrected. [t is possible that the various persons who write and redacted the
biblical texts invented or imagined this character, but the more one knows about the sort of
characters human beings are likely té) imagine or invent , the less probable this appears. It
is a common, though not universal, occurrence that those who seriously read the Bible
believe that they meet there someone real. They believe this Person exists and that he has
done the things he is there portrayed as doing. Above all, we encounter there Jesus of
Nazareth, an individual we do know to have actually existed, and we find him personally
compelling. The world one finds upon entering the *strange new world of the Bible,’ is
radically different than other religious writings. It has, as J.B. Phillips said, “the ring of
truth.” This is obviously a judgment that cannot be easily defended, at least by means of
precisely articulated arguments, and it is a judgment obviously susceptible to having been
subjectively influenced by one’s upbringing, desires, hopes and fears. It is in essence
similar to all the judgments we make about human teétimony and human character. I do not
assume that I have grounds here to assert that those who do not respond to Holy Scripture
as I do are irrational. At most, I may suspect them of not having taken a close and
unprejudiced look at the text, or of having bad judgment. Ultimately, I assume God has
not chosen to make himself known to him at this time by means of his written word.

2.6 Reason’s Limits

80r at least it ought to be: clearly, God creates belief in human human persons by all manner of means.
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I'have already claimed that there are certain important things it’s not possible for us
to know without the benefit of divine revelation, so in that sense I hold that there are a
priori_limitations on human reason. There are other ways in which human reason mi ght be
limited, in the sense of our being naturally incapable of finding out certain things. Perhaps
most obvious are limitations implied by our finitude. There are surely things we cannot
know simply because we cannot think of enough things at once. Some ideas are just too
complex for human minds to entertain. And there are probably things we can’t know
because we think too slowly. Mafbe itis in principle possible to predict with precision
what a person will do five minutes f;om now, but it might be impossible for any human
being to do the reasoning requisite to this prediction, because at the fastest possible
computation speed (fixed by physical , particularly special relativistic, features of the
universe) it would take, say, 10,000 years to find out what the person is going to do. Even
if human reasoning is operating perfectly there may still be conclusions we aren’t capable
of reasoning to, and thus things we are incapable of learning via natural human reason,
even though God, and maybe other created beings (angels?) may know these things.

If human beings are evolved biological organisms then we have the cognitive
capacities we have as a result of natural selection. Presumably, nature does not select
genotypes that give rise to organisms having true beliefs about the world. It selects for
genotypes that give rise to organisms that manage to reproduce. Yet there must be some
connection between the two. An organism with wildly inaccurate representations of its
immediate environment is less likely to find food, avoid predators, and survive long
enough to find a mate and pass its genes on the the next generation than the organism that
tends to have true, or at least accurate, representations of its environment. Still, there is no
guarantee, and perhaps no reason to believe, that the cognitive powérs that enable a creature
to accurately represent its immediate environment reliably produce true beliefs about things

lying beyond the ordinary experience of its ancestors, such as parts of the universe remote
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in time and space, its macrostructure and microstructure, or its laws. Perhaps the concepts
required for an accurate understanding of the universe simply aren’t included in the
conceptual repertoire of the human species. This might explain why it’s so hard to
understand the universe, and why our best theories about the universe need to be framed
with concepts far removed from ordinary human experience. On the other hand it may be
that human beings as evolved biological organisms have acquired cognitive powers that can
be effectively generalized on and transferred to matters having nothing to do with our
species’ past experiences and evoiutionary origins.

A more radical claim, that al;o may be derivable from the theory that human beings
are evolved biological organisms, is that human beings are not merely limited in what it’s
possible for them to know and understand, but only imperfectly rational. At some point
human beings stop acting on the basis of reasons and start acting in “mechanical” ways,
because we are not infinitely self-reflective. What is at stake here is whether Godel’s
famous incompleteness results are applicable only to formal systems, or to human
reasoning as such.

For me, these are neither closed, nor ‘all or nothing,” questions, but [ do find the
view that human rationality is subject to severe limitations of this sort to comport nicely
with the creaturely status of human beings. Other Christian thinkers hold that an
evolutionary account of human origins and human rationality implies that there are sever
limitations on our cognitive powers, and thus conclude that such evolutionary accounts
must be false.?

Another, in some ways more radical view, has theological antecedents. Late
Medieval Christianity developed a theory of the Fall, construing it as the loss of a
supernatural addition, leaving natural human abilities largely intact. The Reformation re-

introduced an Augustinian conception of the Fall as implicating human nature in its entirety

“Alvin Plantinga, Warrant and Proper Function, pp. 216-237.
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in some deep, systematic way. Even human reason, on the Reformed view, is affected by
sin. This is a true and important claim, but it is not one that can be readily formulated in a
coherent way.

The bare claim that sin has corrupted human reasoning elicits the query :“Why do
you believe that?” i.e. it elicits a challenge to produce reasons in support of the claim that
our reasoning is defective. As George Mavrodes recently asked “Am I supposed to have
an undistorted method, a faculty that has itself escaped the the ravages of sin, by which I
can make this discrimination [between results tainted by sin and those that aren’t]?”’10
While it may be easy to think one is discerning the ‘noetic effects’ of the Fall in another
person, and perhaps in earlier stages of one’s own life, it is difficult to understand what

one might be doing in accepting that one’s current reasoning is flawed. Of course, any

normal human being knows he is capable of making mistakes in reasoning, but he believes
this propensity is correctable: that’s why he checks his work. It is difficult not to believe
that the contents of a elementary logic text (in a late edition) are completely correct. The
principles of human reasoning it sets out (e.g. Modus Tollens, DeMorgan’s Rule) are
obviously true, and it is equally obvious that reasoning that follows them is to that extent
not flawed, but reliable.11 I can say there’s is something inherently wrong with reasoning
in these ways, but [ don’t think I could actually believe it. Once we move beyond the
narrow limits of elementary formal logic our ways of reasoning become less reliable, but I
still find it hard to believe that the complex, subtle reasoning engaged in by historians,
biologists, mathematicians, and most of us most of the time in everyday life, is generally
unreliable, rather than just incomplete, limited in scope, and accident prone.

What then, are we to make of the Fall’s noetic effects? ] am interested in exploring
other ways of interpreting this doctrine, ways that do not require us to believe that there is

something defective in human reasoning as such. Our cognitive activities involve much

10-A Futile Search for Sin,” Perspectives January 1993, p. 9.
1By “reliable™ here [ mean “truth preserving.”
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more than the process of making inferences, as abstractly conceived by logicians and
philosophers of science. I believe it may be helpful to construe the doctrine of the radical
impairment of human cognitive capabilities so as to focus on the impoverishment of the
imagination, rather than on our ability to engage in logically valid reasoning. Itis at the
interface of reason and imagination that the cognitive impairment of the Fall seems very
evident. Along with the dichotomy of faith and reason, There are a facile dichotomies of
reason and imagination, reason and feeling, but in fact reason tends to side with faith over
against failed imagination and inadequate emotion. There are in general a wide variety of
things that I believe because I have good reasons to believe them, despite the fact that [
cannot imagine their being true. I believe, e.g. that I live on a large ball of rock,
simultaneously hurtling through space and spinning around at some high velocity, that
there are billions of other persons on this planet just as real and important as me, but these
things don’t seem to be true. If I had to rely on my imagination, I’d not believe these
things most of the time. It’s similar with my Christian beliefs. [ believe that there is a
God, that he became a human being, that he died, that he loves me and cares about me and
what [ do, but I do not always find it easy to feel and imagine that these things are true.
Fortunately, reason is still at work, sustaining belief, even where my other capacities fail
me. Perhaps we see the noetic effects of the our fallenness in this ‘dissociation’ in our
conscious experience, 5o that reason and imagination, reason and emotion, can be at odds,
rather than working together on the side of truth.

I asserted above (1.3) that we cannot choose what to believe. However, it is
possible for us to do something that has the appearance of choosing belief. Although we
do not have the power to decide which descriptions of things to believe, we seem to have
the ability to choose how we describe things, i.e which descriptions we will pay attention
to and use, and which descriptions we will ignore. There are any number of true

descriptions of anything, so some selectivity is inevitable. Fallen human beings are capable
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of selecting descriptions in intellectually dishonest ways. An action might be permissible
described one way but wicked under another description, even though both descriptions are
true of it. We can evasively focus on the description we prefer, lettihg the other
description slip out of our mental focus. E.g. someone at mid 19th century says “I’m
defending my possession of the property I’ve legally acquired,” thereby seeking to morally
Justify his slave holding, ignoring another true description of what he’s doing: “I’'m
keeping the human beings I"ve kidnapped and used for forced labor from getting away.” [
think that this tendency to select aﬁd use descriptions in a dishonest way connects in deep
ways to fundamental features of our‘fallen humanity. We want, above all, to see ourselves
in the right. We want to justify ourselves, rather than relying on the righteousness of God.
This, [ take it, is the point of the temptation of Genesis 3: to be like gods, knowing good

and evil. Here too, in our temptations to choose descriptions evasively, we seem to see the

Fall’s corruption of our reasonine capacities.
o

3. Ontology
3.0  Introduction

In this section and the next I set out some of my basic philosophical views,
showing how they are constrained by my theological beliefs. The ontological, ethical, and
political beliefs [ select to present are chosen because they are among my most basic
beliefs, because they are controversial and for many, counterintuitive, and thus (I trust)
philosophically interesting, and because they most clearly illustrate my conception of how |
seek to do philosophy as a Christian. Here, I sketch salient aspects of my ontology, the
theory of what sorts of things exist and how the different kinds of thing that exist relate to

one another.

3.1 God and Creation
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['hold to a realist interpretation of the Christian faith, i.e. I believe that the correct
(and only reasonable) way to understand the language of the Bible, and the confessional
language of the Church and Christian experience, is as referring to a God that actually
exists, in the sense that he can enter into causal relations with other things, even though he
is not part of the natural world and hence cannot naturally be known by human beings.
God is a real but non-human person-like being, who is also a community of divine
persons. He brought the natural (physical, material) world into existence out of nothing by
a free act of creative will, motivated not by need or lack but by the intention that there be
persons distinct from himself with v(rhom he couid enter into personal relationship. The
things God has made are logically independent of him; they are nothing like ideas in his
mind. Created things are logically distinct from, though causally dependent upon, his free
creativeactivity.

It is important that we conceive ourselves as having to do with the God of
the Bible, not with the God of the philosophers. Our philosophical tradition tends to regard
God as eternal, immutable, passionless, in general as having resemblance to the God we
meet in the biblical testimony, which we are instructed to read as pervasively
anthropomorphic. The God of the Bible appears instead to be everlasting in time; not, like
an abstract object, timeless, yet free with respect to time, not bound by it as human beings
are. The God of the Bible is steadfast in character and unrelenting in overall purpose, but
at face value he can change because human actions can effect him. The God of the Bible is
not emotionless, detached, serene; he is portrayed as deeply committed to, and involved in
the affairs of, his creatures, taking a point of view and caring that his ends be realized. We
know God by way of his gracious and mighty acts on behalf of human beings, acts that
take place in human history, which is made meaningful because of his involvement in it.
The greatest of these acts was his literally becoming part of the creation, the human being

Jesus. OQur best reason to believe that this God exists is because of this human being. We
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should understand creation not from a merely theistic perspective, but from the perspective
of God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ. We are to understand the creation in terms of the
purposes made apparent in the salvation history of humankind, particularly in the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Thus our primary text for thinking about the
creation is John 1, not Genesis 1 and 2.
3.3  Scientific Realism

Historically, there have been two great conceptual schemes devised by human
beings for the purpose of making gense of the world. One of these is embodied in the
classical philosophical tradition stemming from ancient Greece. At the end of the Medieval
pertod this framework was displaced by what we call science. There is a fundamental
difference between these two ways of trying to render the world intelli gible, a difference
that is of the first importance for the Christian. The classical scheme is one which seeks to
make sense of the world on the implicit assumption that the God of the Bible does not
exist. I take this scheme’s realism (whether in its extreme Platonic form or moderate
Aristotelian form) about abstract objects, especially universals, as an attempt to explain the
intelligible structure of the world on the assumption that it is uncreated, not the contingent
product of a free will. I take this scheme’s pervasively low regard for material things as
evil and unintelligible as an implication of its view of the world as Godless. I take this
scheme’s typical willingness to claim that human beings are not physical objects, complex
biological organisms, but immaterial substances (souls, minds, spirits) as an attempt to
devise a basis for human hope and dignity independent of our relation to our Creator. And
I see this scheme’s very high standards of intelligibility, i.e. in what is acceptable as an
explanation of what goes on in the world, as an implicit rejection of the biblically-grounded
belief that the world with its contents is radically contingent, explicable ultimately by
reference to a free act on God’s part, and thus that the quest to make sense of it in virtue of

its necessity is pointless.
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There was of course a long line of Christian thinkers who (sometimes heroically)
attempted to use the classical framework to create a world view informed by biblical
revelation. It was, for them, the only game in town. Those, like Augustine, Anselm and
Aquinas, who participated in this great project have left us a wealth of valuable local
results, as well as a witness to the possibility of genuine intellectual faithfulness against the
odds. Nonetheless, this enterprise failed. Its failure and the ensuing displacement of the
Greek classical world view with the modern scientific world view is largely a result of
strenuous, honest attempts to sol\;e philosophical problems in a faithful way.

In late Medieval times, a new way of seeing things came into play. It crucially
differs from the classical view because, while it makes no explicit reference to the God of
the Bible, it rests on assumptions about how the world may be rendered intelligible that are
consistent with belief in that God. As this framework evolved, the world and its structure
came to be seen as contingent, its intelli gibility a matter of laws that are themselves at the
most basic level themselves contingent. Material particualrs came to be regarded as
intelligible. Human beings came to be regarded as part of the created natural world. At
this high level of generality, it is this new way of understanding the world, a way that has
a Christian provenance, and that coheres with basic Christian assumptions, rather than the
classical view, with its pagan provenance and its deep inconsistency with Christian
assumptions, that I believe Christian thinkers ought to accept. To my ongoing surprise I
find that most Christian thinkers do not see things this way.

Scientific realism is the view that, in the ideal, scientific theories of the world are
true, and that the entities they posit actually exist. I believe we should accept scientific
realism as an extremely powerful and successful framework for making sense of our
world.

To accept scientific realism is not to accept the quite false belief that everything,

even everything in the physical world, can be understood by means of science. There are
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ways of conceiving the world, or parts of it, and languages that express these ways of
thinking, that cannot be reduced to the language of science. These ways of thinking and
speaking should not, on those grounds, be eliminated from rational discourse. Nor should
the kinds, categories and relations they posit be denied a place in our ontology. In
particualr, the conceptual schemes by means of which we organize our everyday human
experience, our “Lebenswelt,” (life-world) are probably indispensable for human life as
we know it. We have every reason to go on using our “folk-psychological” and “folk-
physical” ways of conceptualizing the world and ourselves as part of it, despite the fact that
these ways of describing what there is ultimately cannot be made to fit into the scheme of
scientific concepts. That is to say that our Lebenswelt conceptual scheme is not of the
‘privileged’ scheme of concepts that tells us what there really, objectively is, in the sense of
giving us the ability to formulate laws that can be used systematically to explain and predict
much of what happens in the world in systematic, intellectually satisfying ways.

Our everyday ways of conceptualizing reality is in a sense superficial. Reality as
categorized and described by way of such concepts as “blue,” “belief,” “person,” “pizza,”
“pencil,” “city” and so on is not described as perspicaciously as it is described by means of
the conceptual categories of natural science. There are no laws of nature about pizzas,
pencils, or persons. Such entities are in a way nothing but the physical stuff, the
microparticles of which they are made, yet “pizza talk,” “person talk” and so forth cannot
be reduced to talk about molecules, atoms, quarks, etc. The reality we experience
“supervenes” upon the physical world. To accept the scientific account of the world is not

to assume that evervthing can be explained by means of science, but it is to say that what in

our everyday experience cannot be fit into the scheme of scientific explanation is in some
sense not as real as what does fit into that scheme: pizzas and pencils are in a way less real

than the physical things of which they are composed.
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Itis easy to see why the spectacular success of the scientific project over the last
few centuries has called humanity’s place, purpose and status into question. A new
‘Copernican revolution’ has pushed human beings and the human world out of the
ontological center of the universe. On the scientific view, the underlying reality of the
world does not include us. We are epiphenomenal, ‘surface’ realities, part of the manifest
image, not the scientific image, of reality.12 However, this view, which seems to leave us
rather unimportant and forlorn in the universe is reversed when scientific realism is putin

its place.

3.3 From Scientific Realism to Theological Realism

Scientific realism needs to be integrated into a more comprehensive framework for
explaining reality, one I call ‘theclogical realism.’ It is aSSumed in the practice of science
that laws (in conjunction with descriptions of boundary conditions) can be used to explain
particular events, and that nature’s laws can often be derived from, and thus explained by
means of, more basic laws. The most basic laws of nature are assumed to be contingent.
Here the scientific view of things diverges dramatically from the classical view derived
from the Greeks, who assumed the most basic explanatory principles must be necessary
truths. It was this presupposition, enshrined in Medieval Aristotelianism, that (in part )
explains why it took so long for people to take seriously the possibility that the way to
acquire scientia, rational explanatory insight into the workings of the world, is by means of
observation and experiment.

What are we to think, when we wonder why nature’s laws are what they are? We
may think that despite appearances, they are not contingent, but that they really have to be

what they are. On this view, the world turns out to be intelligible in a way that might

12The official name for this kind of theory in the context of the mind/body problem is “anomalous
monism” [ts competitors, also consistent with scientific realism as [ use the term here, are reductionism
and eliminationism, the view that we ought to abandon ways of conceiving reality that cannot be reduced to
science.
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please Plato and Aristotle. We may instead accept their contingency, and go on to say they
are simply the ultimate ‘brute facts’ and that there is no further explanation for them. On
this view, we just accept the world as intelligible in its parts but as unintelligible overall.
The third way is to assume that the laws of nature are contingent in virtue of being the
result of God’s free decision to create this world, rather than some other possible world.
On this view, our world has the intelligibility that the free rational acts of agents have: God
has good reasons to create this world, but we do not assume his having those reasons
necessitated his creating this world. I see accepting this as the final standard of
intelligibility, rather than the standarli of intelligibility invol ved in the classical philosophical
view of things, as an essential component of integrating the Christian faith into one’s view

of reality.
Plato, speaking mythologically in his Laws (Bk. X, 903¢c-d), warns us that

He who provides for the world has disposed all things with a view to the perfection
of the whole...Thine own being, fond man, is one...fragment, and so, for all

its littleness, all its striving is ever directed toward the whole..it is not for thee, but
thou for it. For any physician or craftsman in any profession does all is work for
the sake of the whole...not for the part’s sake.

The Christian confession stands in sharp contrast to this. The cosmos exists for the sake of
the human persons it contains. The universe is so large (billions of light years in extent)
and so old (billions of years old), and has the laws it has because God intended for it to
give rise to persons for him to know and love and who would be capable of knowing and
loving him, and entering into covenant relation with him.!3 The ultimate explanation for
this world having the basic laws it has (as well as its initial boundary conditions) lies in
God’s purposes. The deepest explanation of what we learn in doing science relies upon

things we can find out only by way of Christian theology and its biblically-grounded

13This does not imply that God’s purposes did not include the existence of persons of other sorts, nor does
it imply that he does not have other purposes in creating the universe.
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beliefs about God’s aims and purposes in creating the universe. To make sense of the
world we need the scientific explanatory framework, but that framework in turn needs to be
subsumed within the more comprehensive explanatory framework of the Christian faith.
Human beings need not reject the scientific worldview in order to find a place for
themselves in this vast, ancient cosmos. The last word about human beings, i.e. the word
that can be spoken only in the most adequate scheme of explanation, is one that explains the
world science explains in terms of us, by way of reference to God’s intending for us to
exist. In opposition to the classical philosophical approach that sought a basis for human
hope and dignity in our being immaterial things, and in opposition to the despairing secular
modernist perspective that stops at scientific explanation, the perspective of theological

realism holds that the ground of human hope and dignity is the will of a loving Creator.

4. Ethics and Politics

4.0 Introduction

In this final section I adumbrate my beliefs on the central issues of ethics, politics,

and the role of Christians in politics.
4.1 Ethical Absolutism and Imago Dei

There are, I believe, ethical truths. There are true moral beliefs (statements,
propositions, etc.) about what human beings ought to do for, and ought to refrain from
doing to, others. Further, I believe there are such truths that are ‘objectively’ true (i.e.
publicly; their truth is independent of the subjective states of individual human beings and
of the facts about human social conventions). Moral beliefs are possible matters of
argument, rationally justifiable and knowable. There are therefore matters of moral fact and

there are moral properties.14 [ believe that these moral facts and properties ‘supervene’

L4t say this much is to embrace one of the things popularly called moral absolutism. As will soon be
evident, [ will be using the term “absolutism™ to denote another view.
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upon non-moral facts and properties (cf. 3.3). Ethical truths can be formulated in a variety
of ways; the way I think is most perspicuous is as statements about obligations, i.e. about
what someone ought to do or refrain from doing. To say that someone ought to do x is to
say that all things considered, she has the best possible reason to do x. Alternatively, it is
to say that, all things considered, it is best that she do x. When we frame ethical truths in
terms of obligations, we see that there is a way in which morality depends upon another
normative matter, viz. rationality. A person who ought to do x but does not do it is doing
what she has the best possible reaéons not to do. This opens the possibility that she is
irrational in virtue of failing to do x.- If she freely and knowingly fails to do x when she
can do it then she is irrational.

['assume that there is a basic moral principle, not necessarily one from which all
other moral truths can be derived, but one which unifies and explains the realm of moral
principles. The principle is what I call the principle of moral equality. It says that no
human being is morally privileged vis-a-vis another human being. By this I mean that no
one is morally justified in believing, or behaving in ways only intelligible on the
supposition that he believes, that there are some actions that are right for him that are wrong
for other relevantly similar human beings in relevantly similar circumstances. The fact
that a person is richer, more powerful, smarter, holier, in agreement about certain things
with a larger number of persons, or even morally better than other humans does not justify
her treating them in wa).rs they are not justified in treating her. One of the things that
follows from this is a principle of reciprocity: a person is morally justified in doing to
others what they do to him. No one has a moral permission to do x to others without
having it done to him by them.

Many people assume there is an exception to this, and that when a person A can
bring about some good end by doing x to another person B, then A is morally justified in

doing it to him, but that B is not therefore morally justified in retaliating against A by doing
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x to him. The fact that there will be good consequences of A’s doing x to B is seen by
many as justifying A’s doing something to B that B would not be equally justified in doing
to A, or that A would not be justified in doing to anyone if doing it did not have good
consequences. This is simply to say that some believe that morally good consequences can
Justify means that normally would be morally wrong, i.e that the ends justify the means.
This is consequentialism. I reject consequentialism because it violates the fundamental
principle of moral equality. It assumes that persons whose actions bring about good
consequences by doing m‘i_mﬁlﬁ bad things form a privileged moral class.

In opposition to consequentialism, [ hold to absolutism, the view that there are
never any morally privileged individuals or groups. In ordinary talk, I would say that there
are some things it is always wrong for one person to do to another. There are exceptionless
moral principles. Absolutism is widely rejected. Perhaps most often because it’s so hard
to accept the fact that treating a person badly in some relatively slight way may be moraily
wrong when doing so will bring about very good consequences. From a point of view that
only takes account of human beings, the point of view from which one says “This is the
only world we have, and it’s up to us to make it the best we can. If that requires doing
some things to some people we’d normally regard as wrong, that’s too bad.” I think that
when it comes to such goals as alleviating human suffering or making large numbers of
people secure, these arguments can be rather compelling.15

Nonetheless, I believe that when we take up the more comprehensive perspective
made available by biblical revelation it becomes apparent that such consequentialist
arguments ought to be rejected. A fundamental respect and deference is due to every

human being simply because that human being is made in the image of God. Any human

15As a matter of fact, I believe that claims about the good consequences of what are at face
value morally wrong actions are most often false, especially when the actions at issue are
matters of public policy, but I have no desire to argue the issue on those grounds. [ accept
that sometimes one can bring about good consequences by doing what is seemingly
morally wrong and am content here to argue on a pure matter of principle.
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being that we propose to use as a means to achieving some greater good is a person who
exists because God desires to have a personal relation with that person. Thatis a person
for whom God himself died, a person God has treated as of infinite value. At the very least
one ought to treat that human being as one’s moral equal.16 Specifically, if that person
does not agree that what we think are good consequences actually are gbod, or if he accepts
the goodness of the desired consequences but chooses not to do what we want him to do to
bring about those consequences, we ought not to see ourselves as justified in forcing him
to do it.
4.2 Liberal Politics

The truth of the Christian faith removes any possible justification for human beings
suspending the principle of reciprocity. Normal human morality, and particularly human
morality augmented by Christianity, involves a certain kind of pacifism. It is always
wrong, no matter what, to initiate force against another human being. Initiating force is not
a special case. There are analogous absolute prohibitions on lying, cheating, insulting,
etc., but the pacifist principle is the first principle of political life because the basic political
question is that of the moral justification of, and limits on, the use of force. Government is
the institution that by definition claims a morally legitimate monopoly on the use of force.
On my absolutist principles, I maintain that the state is never justified in initiating the use of
force against anyone. Government’s only morally legitimate function is to respond with
force against persons who initiate the use of force, thereby defending those who have not
initiated the use of force and retaliating against those who have. Against the classical
philosophical tradition, which took it for granted that the state’s role is to ascertain the good

and use its police powers to force everyone to act so as to realize it, I believe that the state

l6Pr<:sumab[y, seeing a human being as made for covenant relation to God involves more than simply
treating him as a moral equal in the “tit for tat” way of the principle of reciprocity. What makes sense
given all we know about God may involve “going the extra mile” or “turning the other cheek,” not doing to
him things we may be morally justitied in doing to him. As I conceive it, morality is a relatively
minimalist affair; its principles set out the most rudimentary constraints on human behavior. Faithful
Christian practice subsumes but goes beyond morality.
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has no morally proper role in trying to make human beings good, or even in trying to make
the world (or the part of it it governs) a better place. I agree with Augustine (in his better
moments) that the state's only morally legitimate task is to keep the peace.

Thus I generally endorse political liberalism in its classical, 19th-century form. The
state ought not to try to force its citizens to do what they morally ought to do, so long as
they behave peacefuily. It ought to ne neutral with respect to its citizens’ competing
conceptions of the good. Among other things, it ought not to force its citizens to help one
another. Unlike many others who hold this view, I reject the notion that this is true
because people do not have moral oblj gations to help one another. In the view of many
classical liberals, helping other persons is supererogatory. I believe that we do have moral
obligations to help one another in a wide variety of ways. What I do not believe is that it is
typically morally right to force persons to do what they ought to do. It is not a human
being’s role to try to force his peers to be good. He should seek to live at peace with
everyone, even those who do evil. Human beings have a moral right to do wrong, i.e.
there are stringent moral restrictions on what we may do to bring it about that other human
beings behave as they morally ought to behave, and those restrictions rule outinitiating the
use of force. On my view, modern liberals and conservatives both have overly narrow
conceptions of the moral obligations we have toward one another. Conservatives tend to
regard as morally optional actions that are in fact morall y obligatory. Modern liberals tend
to regard as morally justified doing things to persons that are not morally justified, typically
because they are consequentialists and believe that by doing so they are maximizing the
good, or because they believe that actions that are typically morally wrong can become
morally right if a large enough number of people agree that it should be done, i.e. they
believe that\ democratic procedures morally justify actions. It seems to me that both sides
have too restrictive a view of the scope and stringency of our moral obligations to one

another.
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4.3  Christians and the State

Only the very limited state of classical liberalism is morally justifiable. Therefore all
actually existing governments violate human rights and systematically engage in morally
prohibited activities. They all are, as Augustine said, dens of thieves. Nonetheless, what
typically makes sense for Christian; is to obey. Some Christians mistakenly conclude from
the fact that we are instructed to obey the government that it is therefore morally legitimate.
If the role of the Church in this world were to try to change the world, to make it a better
place morally, then there might be a generally applicable mandate for Christians to try to
involve themselves in political activities and promote political justice. However, it is not
our task as Christians to change the world. In contrast to what is sometimes widely
assumed by both the Church and the world, Christianity is not a program for the moral
improvement of society. Our task is not to try to change the world, but to bear witness to
the fact that God, in Christ, has acted decisively to change the world. In opposition to all
quietistic impulses toward ignoring the public, social, cultural, or political realms, I hasten
to add that the speaking of the good news about God’s redeeming love for human beings
manifested in Jesus is only one aspect of our bearing witness. We are called to bear
witness in a wide variety of ways, and these can involve all kinds of action, sometimes
even participation in the political sphere, so long as it is done with a clear view of the
realities and no illusions about the moral goodness of what happens in the state, and a clear
sense of the possibilities of as acting in ways that do bear witness to God’s grace. The
God of the Christian faith is not remote. He is actively involved in his created world, but
this involvement is concentrated in the work of his people as they seek to bring all of

human culture under the lordship of Christ.
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