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L Is Philesophical Inguiry Incompatible With Religious Belief?

One roight think that doing philosophsr requires that one be open to change one’s wand. One wight also think that keeping an
open rind 15 not corapatible with having a serions religions cormerdtment, to Chylstianity for example. Those corawitted to free and
open excharze of ideas in higher educatinn may then fear that Chyistians do not share this corarnitrnent and, rondeally, seek to exclude
ot at least marginalize them. Is there, then, any reason to think Chyistian belief' is a barrier to vigorons and free intellectual excharze?

Let™s exatnine an arguwnent for thinking that there is. The argument begins by exarnining what it is to have a belief and what it 1z
we are trying to do when we do philosophy.

(1} Toheliewe that sormething is true, with full awareness of having that belief, nobres seeing oneself as having artived at the

truth of that matter.

(21 The goal of philosophical nepuiry s to get to the trath of the matter on various philosoplhical topics.

Frorn these two pretaises, it seetns to follow that if one has a belief regarding some philosophical topie, then one ho longer has
any imeentve to continue muiry, for one already regards oneself as having achieved the goal of the hepairy. So, we have:

(31 If one has a plalosophical belief, then one has no philosophical motbation to continue to nguire into whether or ot that
belief iz trme.

Whiy should this conclusion be a problera for the Chrstian beliewer? Well, Christiaraty has broad imgplications for a large nurber

of philosophical topics. Christians arve cormitted to taking a position on the exdstence of God, the possibility of meaortality, and the
ohjectnvity of walue, to nawe just a fewr. In s,

() Christiarity has widespread implications, corpaitting the Christian to avast array of plalosophical beliefs.
Frorm (3) and (4, we can conclude:

(51 Christians have no philosoplhical rotfration to mguire into the trath or falsity of & wids varety of philosophical claims.
From {2} and (5) we can conclude:

(6] Christians have no philosophical motfeation to ehgage in philosophical ingairy.
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will concede that Chrstian belisf does harve consequences that bear upon the goals and the walue of philosophical mepmry. Vet, whale
the believer rmay not heve an mterest in philosophical rreestigation mto Choistian belief, for fhe sale of geffing fo e fruih about
Chrisfianify, there will still be other aits of plalosoplacal mouiry that can provide the Chrstian belisser a philosoplacal rotreation to
engage ih philosophsy on a wide wariety of topics, even in those areas where Chistian doctrine has a nich set of taplhications. To zee
hiowr Christian belief bears upon the goals and walue of plalosophical inguiry, we need first to exarne the nature of belief iteelf.

I Partial and Full Belief

Sorne belief' s ondy partial belief. Ilany beliefs sbout events m the fubare fall indo this categorsy. If [ hear the wreather report
predict a ¥5% chanee of rain, [ ar apt to accept, buf ondp fo a cerfain degree, that it will van. [If asked whether it will rairg I arn lkely
not to answer categorically bt to hedge. I rayr say: “Ves, at least I think it iz wery probable that it will.™ Char beliefs aboat garebles ave
also likely to be partial. If we buy a ticket to a lottery, we obnaonsly do not beliese that the ticket will lose. Vet, we have Little
expectation that it will win. Chur behef that any particalar ticket we by will lose 13 ondy parfial.

Since partial belief comes in degrees, we can corpare the strength of one partial belief to another. For exaraple, we roight
believe more strongly that a partieular lottersy ticket we parchased will lose thav we wonld believe that @l of the tickets sold are going
to lose.

Dioes a Chrstian have only 2 partial belief] say, that there iz a God or a partial behef that thas God has provaded a means to
o sabration from sin by sending His only Son in the person of Jesus Christ to die for us? Christiars who are corauitted to such
doctrines are unlikelsy to thank so. If one’s cortratreent to Christian doctrines were of this partial sort, then we would expect that one
wonld heve a higher lesel of belief for the claira that there is a God than one would have for the claira that there 1= a God who has
provided a way for oy sabration. For a large and coraplex set of distinetrely Christian claimes, if one’s coraratment to each 1z ordy
partial, one would expect that the level of one’s belief m all of thern being trae would be correspondingly rather loar (ust as one wonld
harve a rather lowr level of belief that all of the lottery tickets sold are going to lose). Indeed, if one’s corarmatiment to each indradual
clairn of Christian doctrine was ondy partial it could easily be that one’s coreetment to the totality of all of these clares would be
larer than the coraredtrment to thinking at least some of the doctrines are false. This would mark having a rather weak corareatiment to
Christian doctrine, mdeed.

S, 1f the cognitrve attitude of mansy Cheistians 15 not that of partial belief, what 15 1tY In some matters, it seemns comect to
ascrbe what we raight call fall belief With respect to what iz rationally evident, say that 2+2=4 or that Jexiss, it seeras plam that oo
cogratre attitude 15 not one of partial behef bt of fall belief. ¥et, T may sirodlarly havee such a cogratree attitude toward propositions
that are not rationally evident. Contrast ror attitude towrard fature events with royr attibode toward events [ have witnessed. It 1=
appropriate for me to have ordy a partial bebet that roy tearn will win toraorrow’s gare. Yet, if [ witnessed sresterday’s gare, and can
wTvidly recall ry tearn winning, I do not merely have a partial belief that thes wor. Iy belief coraraitraent 15 full.

Full and partial beliefs do not exhaust the kinds of attitnde one raght hold toward a set of clairs. For exarple, consider
what wonld be the appropriate attitude for a scientist to take toward a suceessful seientific theory. It does not seern correct to say
that the seientist even has a partial belief in such a scientific theory, masrmuch as, typically, the lewel ofbehef that a scientist wonld
harve in a lengthy corqunction of all of the claims of the theory would reasonably be guite low. [nstead, we might take the scientist to
harve an attitude not of belisving (even partially) in the theory bt rather that of holding the proposition as @ Rypofhesis.

To hold a proposition as a hypothesis treokes a corattraent to forther mepoivy to decide on the izsue of its trath-vealue.
Plansibly, a scientist regards a scientific theory in this wayr. One holds the hypothesis as trae, but only for the aire of frther testing
and ity One's coreeattinent to the hypothesis is provisional and cortespondingly tentatmee, Still, though one’s coraitinent m
holding a proposition as a hypothesis is tentatnes, it is nonetheless a case of a more general cogratrve attitude of regarding the
proposition as true, f1F

Plairdy, belief (both fill and partial) 15 alzo a kind of regarding-as-tre. Vet, inbwtreely, beliewing iz not the sare cognitree
attitude as holding a hypothesis. The coroaitment to abelief is rore solid, and correspondingly less tentattee, than the corarutiment to
a hyrpothests. To understand the difference between holding a hypothesis and having a belief, we need to address a difficult gquestion of
whether and how the atra of belief is trath, and thus, to reestizate the gquestion of whether belief has any tendency to mbubit, or even

preernpt, farther inguiry.

IIL. The Belief Truth Connection
If e can understand the difference between holding a hypothesis and holding a belief, we will then understand whir it seemns



intuittve that holding a belief, bat not holding a hepothesis, appears to take away an airn of further theoretical incpuivey: that of settling
the 1ssue or getting the truth-values nght. Some philosophers have argued that the feature of belief that distinguishes it fror other
cogritive attitudes (such as holding a hypothesis or supposing) is that belief airs at the trath, Yet, what does this mean?

Berriard Williarns has argued that the special relationship that belief has to troth should help us to understand other peculiar
features of belief. For exaraple, it would appear that one canmot hold a belief that one regards oneself as having formed at will in the
ahsence of reasons that bear upon the troth of what is belisved [ 2] To see why one carmot hold a belief ot will that one regards as
urreasonahle, reflect upon the oddity of clairmdng that one holds to the Christian belisfs, but only because of the comfort these beliefs
provide. We rmdght think that such an attitude is peychologically irmpossible. Yet, on farther exaraination, the impossbility appears to
ke deeper. To regard oneself as believing the creeds of Christianity only becanse of the pragmatic usefulness of those beliefs 1= not
cotrectly characterized as regarding oneself as belisving the creeds at all. Why thiz is so appears to irvobe some special relationship
that belief has to the truth.

Tet, what i this relatinnship? The relationship of beliefs to the trath cannot be that troth is partly constitutree of belief.
For, many of our beliefs are rmistaken. The propositional content of a false belief is not true, and thus the sense in which beliefs aim at
the trath rst allow for the possibility that the rmark canbe riszed.

Heither, can the special relationship of belief to the trath be the fact that believing iz the same attitude as believing-true. For,
we could say the sarne of wishing, desiring, and irmagining. To wish is to wish-tre, to desire is to desire-tre, and to irmagine (in the
propositional sense) is to irmagine-true [ 3]

Drarvid Velleraan has sugzested[4] that what distinguishes belief frorm other cogritive states is that it a specific kind of a more
general attitude, the attitude of regarding-gs-frue. To believe is to regard as trae, for fhe sake of geffing right fhe fruth-value of the
proposifion believed. Thus, believing is distinet frore, say, supposing. When one supposes, one does not suppose for the sake of
getting the truth-walie of the supposition right. Instead, one supposes for the sake of the armument, or for the sake of deducing the
cotsequences of the supposition.

Iz belief the ordy cogrittee attitude held for the sake of getting the trath-value right? Consider guessing and the
corresponding attitude of being disposed to guess. To guess i to have the sirm of getting the troth-walue of what is muessed right [ 3]
Vet, to guess is not to belisve, Nonetheless, neither is guessing a cognittve attitude. Cuessing is an action; it is sorething we do [6]
The act of guessing itself, then, iz not a cogratie attitude, though we may be disposed to guess becanse of our holding sorne cogritive
attitude. If the guess is an earnest one, then the cognitive attitude that disposes us to guess the way we do is norreally a partial belief.
Wher we guess that there are a certain nuraber of peannts in a jar, the strength of our partial belief that disposes us to guess may be
lovar, bt it iz at least as strong as any other partial belief concerning the exact maraber.

What does it raean to regard-as-true for the sake of getting the truth-walue night? Let me offer a suggestion. Consider whether
ore ought to regard a proposition as trae (for the sake of getting the trath-value right). Initially, one might think the tooth of 2
proposition 1= a reason (objectively) for why one ought to hold that attitude. Vet, this is too quick, for one rmight think that believers
like ns, having finite rinds, have no reason to fIll ther with the clatter of trivial or nseless truths. There is no reasorn why I ought to
believe clarns about the precise rurmber of blades of grass on ray lawn, or about the precise naraber of hairs on oy bhead, for the simple
reagon that T ought not to beliewe these traths. It would be a waste of ruy cogritive resoarces to bother with thern. Nonetheless, we
still conld sav that Ffone ought to regard a clairm as true (for the sake of getting the trath-value right), then the truth of that clar is at
least part of the reason whyr one ought to regard that claitn as trae (for the sake of getting the troth-value right). So, belief is a cogritne
attitude that satisfles this condition: if'it is correct to hold that attitude toward a claite, the troth of the claim is part of the reason why
it is correct to hold that attitude.

With thiz understanding of the special relationship that belief has to trath, we can explain why one rdght regard belief as an
inguity-stopper. From the standpoint of the believer, when one holds a belief, one regards that proposition as tre for #he sake of
gefting the fufh-value right If one’s sole ait in philosophical inguiry is to get the trath-values right, then one will takes oneself as
harving attained the goal of the incpiry, and thus will have no reason to continue the activity. Vet, we might question whether getting to
the trath of the matter is the sole aita of philosophical inguiry. Let us tarm then to repuirve into the nature of nepoiry itself.

IV. The Goal(s) of Philosophical Inguiry
So far, we have seen that to hold a propositional belief 1= to regard that proposition az true for the sake of getting the truth-
walue right, and to regard a proposition as trie is to hold an attitude toward that proposition that, if appropriate, is appropriate in part
becanze of the truth of the nronosition itzelf Conseciently. to take oneself as hasine a belief' iz to take oneself az havine achiesred the



aim of trath. If philosophical inguiry can only be sustained on the assumption that one has not ackiewed the aim of troth, then it would
geerr that belief robs us of the motheation to engage in philosophical nepoiry.

Yet, one might ohject that the proper airn of philosophical activity is not just to get things rght, but instead that we get
things right for the right reason. Perhaps the goal of philosophical activity is not just finding the trath, but being rationally justified or
watranted in thinking that one has found the truth.

Yo right think that this puts the cart before the horse. For, you raight think that the value of satisfying norras sbout what
ote onght to believe dermves entively frorn the walue of helieving what is trae. Suppose the cblization to be rational, reasonable, or
watranted in what ore believes dermves entirely from the fact that satisfying such dernands is likely to produce beliefs that are true. In
a0, then if one thinks that one has already achiewed the ultimate end of truth, there will be o additional value in puarsuing those things
whose value only dertves frora their tendeney to fiurther that ultirate end.

On the other hand, if one takes rational, reasonable or warranted belief to be valuable in its own right, independent of the
walne derfved from such belief leadivg to the truth, ther it is open for one to identifyr these forther ends as legitimeate aims of
philosophizal inguiry. We could then provide an operdng for a believer to have an adequate philosophical motmeation to carry on with
philosophical activity, even into areas where the beliewer thinks he alreads has the answers settled by his religions belief.

Suppose that we identify knowledge of the truth, rather than troth itself, as the proper aita of philosophical inguiry. Will
this also leave the beliewer with a mottvation to parsue philosophical ey, ever into areas settled by belief? That depends npon
whether the airm of belief iz not just truth bt knowledge of the truth, There is some reason to suspect that belief has the stronger airm.
Consider clairns that sou take ywourself to beliewe fully. You have full beliefs dhout your age, ywour narne, ywour birthplace and other
hiographical details. Motice that wou regard yourself niot just as belisving these things, but also as knowing thern. T to think of
soraething ywou take yourself to believe, but not to know, and you ave likelsy to be thinking of something you ordy partially believe.

Heze is another argurnent that what sou take sourself to believe ywou take somrself to know. Characteristically, we assert
what we believe. Vet, when we assert something, we represent ourselves as knowing what we assert. For, if this were not the case, it
wonld not be paradoodeal to assert claitns such as “Tt is raining, bt T don’t koo that it is.7 (G E. hloore is nornally credited with
being the first to note the oddity of clares of this sort.) In short, what we take oursebves to believe, we can sincerely assert, and what
we can sincerely assert we take oursebres to know. So, what we take oursebves to believe, we take oursebves to know

Yet, even if we do not generally take oursebves to knowr what we take oursebres to beliewe, rany Christians regard their
Christian belisfs to be iterns of knowledge and not just belief. For exaraple, the Heidelherz Catechisrn states:

True faith is not only a knowledge and cordction that everything God reveals in bis word s true; it is also a deep-rooted

agsurance, created in e by the Holy Spirit throngh the gospel, that, out of sheer grace earvied for us by Cheist, not ondy

others, but I too, heve had ray sins forgien, have been made forever right with God, and heve been granted sabvation [ 7]

Ome roight think that even if troth itself does not end inquiry, knowledge of the truth settles matters and leawes little point for
further inguiry. Yet, do Christians typically take themmsebees to know the creeds that they believe? Let us twm to this question.

V. Faith

Christian believers typically speak of what they believe as being a matter of faith. What, ther, is faith? hlark Toaain
satirically defined faith tobe “belisving what wou knew ain’t troe [ 8] Twain's suggestion can only be taken in an irorde spirit, Taken
Literally, it iz paradocdeal. Knowledge ireobres belief, and thus, if one knows that a proposition is false, one believes it is false. Vet full
awateness that one regards a proposition as false conceptually precludes regarding it as true.

Fobert I, &darns suggests, provisionally, that faith . is, or imvobres, helieving sorething that a rational person might be
seriously terapted to dobt, or even not to belisve [ 9] Adarne does not restrict faith to belief in religious creeds, inasrauch as he
thinks that our roral corvictions reguire a kind of faith: a faith, for exarple, that our Ives are worth lving and that cansing gratuitons
suffering is wrong. Sdaras notes that the cormmitment to the claimes that morality requires is not like the tentathve cormmitment one has
to a hypothesis or 2 partial corarnitinent to what one only regards as probable. Monetheless, when our moral corarnitraents ave
challerged, it 15 not alwass obvious how they can be adeguately defended.

While we can obrionsly beliewe what others may doubt, it does not at first seern possible to dodbt one’s own beliefs. Vet,
this is too guick. For, there are at least two senses of confidence and, correlattvely, two senses of dobt that need to be distingished.
Sornetiraes when we speak of confidence, we ate referring to the level of evidence that is the basis for our belief. &t other titnes, we are
talking abont the degree of our belief in that proposition. For exarnple, suppose I flip a coin one handred tivaes and see that the coin



comes 1p heads roughly half of the time, I may form a partial behef, say to degree 0.5, that the com will come up heads on the next
toss. Suppose, I toss the coin a few hundred more times and the coin contines to corme up heads roughly half of the tire. T will have
cotrespondingly more confidence in ray partial belief. Yet, the degree of 1osr belief, the level of my credence, has not changed. [ still
believe to the same degree (0.5) that the next toss willbe a heads. So a degree of belief can rernain constant even as one’s confidence n
the evidence for that helief increases [ 10]

Theze is no reason to think the distinction cannot carry over to the case of full belief. To say that I gain or lose confidence in
abelief does not contradict the assurption that my belief rermains full. The level of belief need not track the level of cordidence I have
in the basis for that helief [ 11]

It iz then quite compatible with one’s claireing full conviction and corarnitraent to the Christian creeds to adendt that one’s
corfidence can be augmented or dirnirdshed by considerations of the evidence and the results of rational inguiry. Thus, to the extent
that rational inepuiry can affect one’s confidence in the evidential basis for one’s belief, there is et another way for philosophical
inguiry to have a point for the Christiar, even when that irvestization twms to iterns upon which the Christian already has a settled
belief. Leguiring arquments and justifications can change one’s level of cordidence in the evidence, bt need not therebyr affect the
degree of one’s belief.

Iorecver, even if one has knowledge about a particular topic, it does not followr that there is nothing to be gained by
Inguiring nto argurents or justifications regarding that topic. In fact, someties knowledge is guite independent of reasons and
arguments. For exaraple, when we know sorething on the basis of owr perceptual experiences, our knowledge does not depend upon
producing arouments and reasons. If T see a tree in front of me, T can know that there is a tree in front of me, not because [ have an
argumnent based upon other things I beliewe, but rather (roughly) becanse oy belief that there is a tree is produced by a relisble sensory
process. Suppose that the Cheistian’s faith has a basis sivdlar in sore respects to a perceptual belief, Suppose that Chiistian belief iz
the result of & revelatory act by Cod in the person of the Holy Spixit. In that case, as Alin Plantinga has argned] 127, the Cloistians
belief would have been produced by a relidble, albeit supernatural, process. The Christian could then have the sarme sort of knowledge
that we all have in the perceptual case. Vet, inastoich as this knowledge wonld be independent of being able to provide reasons and
arguments, philosophical mepoiry conld still provide us with something that knowledge does not.

So, even if ore takes oneself to know the clairns of Chaistianity, it does not follow that one should bave no interest in finding
reagons and argurnents that bear upon that belief. Argurments and other ratinnal considerations can affect the corfidence that one has in
the rational basis of one’s beliefs, without therebyr undervining the underlying corrdtent to those beliefs or even the knowledgze of
thern.

YL The Social Uiility of Philosophical Inguiry

We: have discovered, ther, that a corarnitrent to Chaistian doctrine, while it settles several matters of plalosophical
cortroversy for Choistians, need not make plalosophical mguiry pointless, even for the believers themsebes. horeover, even if there
wete no self-interested raotmeation to carry nquiry into matters already settled by belief, there would still be an obvious point in
engagirg in discussion with those who do not share that belief. For, if one believes that one has discovered a valuable truth, there is
evely reason to want others to believe it as well. 5o, the desire to persuade others is et another motfeation for the believer to engage
in philosophical ity and discussion.

The coranitted Christian believer need have no interest in the suppression of contrary opirdons, despite the fears of marny
seclarists who regard devout faith as dangerously intolerant of other points of view. Indeed, the idea that those who are coraaitted to
Christian doctrine should have an interest in preventing free and open discussion is either an exvor on the part of the belisvers
thermsebres or on the part of those who fear thern. For, while believing irrolves a special corarnitrnent to regard what one believes as
true, for the purpose of getting the troth-value rght, this coramitrnent does not dirainish the walue of engaging in ingquiry with those
who do not share the coredtment. From the point of view of the believer, such inguiry will have the value of getting others to see
matters aright. Thus, arouents and justifications, even if not necessary for the settling of one’s own rand, nor even for the obtaining
of knowledge, can noretheless have great social utility.

Thus, we have seen that there is some merit to the clam that Christian belisf ditinishes some of the point of phiosophical
inguiry, insofar as the believer will not regard inguiry as being required for the sake of antving at the comect opinion. That is a goal the
believer will see hirmself as already having achieved on matters of doctrine. Yet, there is independent worth in philosophical imguiry
that uncovers reasons and argurnents, nasrouch as such activity can be waluable for the sake of its effect on the confidence the belisver
irvests in the helief, and for the sake of seeking asreerment on matters of great, indeed ultimate, importance.



The secular acaderny should eschew the suppression of thought and opinon within higher education, and not exclude or
marginalize those deeply corrnitted to Cloistian doctrine and belief, Sincere religious corarmitment is tio barier to vigorous
patticipation in free philosophical iy,
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