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CHAPTER1 INTRODUCTION 

‘Faith’is a broad term, appearing in locutions that express a range of different concepts. At its most general 

‘faith’ means much the same as ‘trust’. This entry is specifically concerned, however, with the notion of 

religious faith—or, rather (and this qualification is important), the kind of faith exemplified in religious 

faith. Philosophical accounts are almost exclusively about theistic religious faith—faith in God—and they 

generally, though not exclusively, deal with faith as understood within the Christian branch of the 

Abrahamic traditions. But, although the theistic religious context settles what kind of faith is of interest, the 

question arises whether faith of that same general kind also belongs to other, non-theistic, religious 

contexts, or to contexts not usually thought of as religious at all. Arguably, it may be apt to speak of the 

faith of a humanist, or even an atheist, using the same general sense of ‘faith’ as applies to the theist case. 

The present discussion focuses on theistic religious faith as a paradigm of the kind of faith that is of 

interest, though the question of faith outside this context is taken up in the final Section (11). Philosophical 

reflection on theistic religious faith has produced different accounts or models of its nature. This entry 

suggests that there are several key components that may feature, with varying emphases, in models of 

faith—in particular, the affective, the cognitive, the evaluative and the practical (or, as some may say, the 

volitional). It suggests also that there is a variety of different principles according to which models of faith 

may be categorized, including 

 how the model relates faith as a state to the active components associated with faith; 

 whether the model takes the object of faith to be exclusively propositional or not; 

 the type of epistemology with which the model is associated— whether it is broadly ‘evidentialist’ 

or ‘fideist’; 

 whether the model is necessarily restricted to theistic religious faith, or may extend beyond it. 

There is no single ‘established’ terminology for different models of faith. A brief initial characterisation of 

the principal models of faith and their nomenclature as they feature in this discussion may nevertheless be 

helpful—they are: 

 the ‘purely affective’ model: faith as a feeling of existential confidence 

 the ‘special knowledge’ model: faith as knowledge of specific truths, revealed by God 

 the ‘belief’ model: faith as belief that God exists (where the object of belief is a certain proposition) 

 the ‘trust’ model: faith as believing in (in the sense of trusting in) God (where the object of belief or 

trust is not a proposition, but God ‘himself’) 

 the ‘doxastic venture’ model: faith as practical commitment beyond the evidence to one’s belief that 

God exists 

 ‘sub-’ and ‘non-doxastic venture’ models: faith as practical commitment to a relevant positively 

evaluated truth-claim, yet without belief 

 the ‘hope’ model: faith as hoping—or acting in the hope that—the God who saves exists. 

The entry proceeds dialectically, with later sections presupposing the earlier discussion. 

Christian Faith  
 

We have all sinned and deserve God's judgment. God, the Father, sent His only Son to satisfy that 

judgment for those who believe in Him. Jesus, the creator and eternal Son of God, who lived a sinless life, 

loves us so much that He died for our sins, taking the punishment that we deserve, was buried, and rose 

from the dead according to the Bible. If you truly believe and trust this in your heart, receiving Jesus alone 

as your Savior, declaring, "Jesus is Lord," you will be saved from judgment and spend eternity with God in 

heaven. 
 

https://www.allaboutreligion.org/christian-faith.htm
https://www.allaboutgod.com/what-is-sin.htm
https://www.allaboutgod.com/who-is-god-c.htm
https://www.allaboutjesuschrist.org/jesus-is-god.htm
https://www.allaboutjesuschrist.org/crucifixion.htm
https://www.allaboutjesuschrist.org/resurrection-of-christ.htm
https://www.allaboutjesuschrist.org/resurrection-of-jesus.htm
https://www.allaboutjesuschrist.org/resurrection-of-jesus.htm
https://www.allabouttruth.org/is-the-bible-true-c.htm
https://www.allaboutfollowingjesus.org/savior-of-the-world-video.htm
https://www.allaboutjesuschrist.org/why-jesus-is-lord-faq.htm
https://www.allaboutworldview.org/does-hell-exist.htm
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Faith: What Is It?  

The Bible gives a short definition of faith in Hebrews 11:1: 

"Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see." (What do we hope for? 

We hope that God is trustworthy and honors his promises. We can be sure that his promises of salvation, 

eternal life, and a resurrected body will be ours someday based on who God is. 

The second part of this definition acknowledges our problem: God is invisible. We can’t see heaven either. 

Eternal life, which begins with our individual salvation here on earth, is also something we do not see, but 

our faith in God makes us certain of these things. Again, we count not on scientific, tangible proof but on 

the absolute reliability of God’s character. 

Where do we learn about the character of God so we can have faith in him? The obvious answer is the 

Bible, in which God reveals himself fully to his followers. Everything we need to know about God is found 

there, and it is an accurate, in-depth picture of his nature. 

One of the things we learn about God in the Bible is he is incapable of lying. His integrity is perfect; 

therefore, when he declares the Bible to be true, we can accept that statement, based on God’s character. 

Many passages in the Bible are impossible to understand, yet Christians accept them because of faith in a 

trustworthy God. 

Faith: Why Do We Need It?  

The Bible is Christianity’s instruction book. It not only tells followers who to have faith in but why we 

should have faith in him. 

In our day-to-day lives, Christians are assailed on every side by doubts. Doubt was the dirty little secret of 

the apostle Thomas, who had traveled with Jesus Christ for three years, listening to him every day, 

observing his actions, even watching him raise people from the dead. But when it came to Christ’s 

resurrection, Thomas demanded touchy-feely proof: 

Then (Jesus) said to Thomas, “Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my 

side. Stop doubting and believe.” (John 20:27, NIV)   

Thomas was the Bible’s most famous doubter. On the other side of the coin, in Hebrews chapter 11, the 

Bible introduces an impressive list of heroic believers from the Old Testament in a passage often called 

the "Faith Hall of Fame." These men and women and their stories stand out to encourage and challenge our 

faith. 

For believers, faith starts a chain of events that ultimately leads to heaven: 

 By faith through God's grace, Christians are forgiven. We receive the gift of salvation by faith in 

the sacrifice of Jesus Christ. 

 By trusting wholly in God through faith in Jesus Christ, believers are saved from God's judgment of 

sin and its consequences. 

 Finally, by God's grace we go on to become heroes of faith by following the Lord into ever 

greater adventures in faith. 

Faith: How Do We Get It?  

Sadly, one of the great misconceptions in the Christian life is that we can create faith on our own. We can’t. 

https://www.thoughtco.com/what-is-the-bible-700735
https://www.thoughtco.com/book-of-hebrews-701032
https://www.thoughtco.com/god-the-father-701152
https://www.thoughtco.com/what-is-gods-plan-of-salvation-700502
https://www.thoughtco.com/the-bible-on-death-eternal-life-and-heaven-701969
https://www.thoughtco.com/apostle-known-as-doubting-thomas-701057
https://www.thoughtco.com/profile-of-jesus-christ-701089
https://www.thoughtco.com/raising-of-lazarus-from-the-dead-700214
https://www.thoughtco.com/the-resurrection-story-700218
https://www.thoughtco.com/the-resurrection-story-700218
https://www.thoughtco.com/the-old-testament-4133206
https://www.thoughtco.com/hebrews-chapter-11-heroes-of-faith-700176
https://www.thoughtco.com/meaning-of-gods-grace-for-christians-700723
https://www.thoughtco.com/facts-about-jesus-crucifixion-700752
https://www.thoughtco.com/profile-of-jesus-christ-701089
https://www.thoughtco.com/what-is-sin-700703
https://www.thoughtco.com/how-to-share-your-faith-701257
https://www.thoughtco.com/basics-of-the-christian-faith-701020
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We struggle to stoke up faith by doing Christian works, by praying more, by reading the Bible more; in 

other words, by doing, doing, doing. But Scripture says that’s not how we get it: 

"For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith — and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God 

— not by Martin Luther, one of the early Christian reformers, insisted faith comes from God working in us 

and through no other source: “Ask God to work faith in you, or you will remain forever without faith, no 

matter what you wish, say or can do.” 

Luther and other theologians put great stock in the act of hearing the gospel being preached: 

"For Isaiah says, 'Lord, who has believed what he has heard from us?' So faith comes from hearing, and 

hearing through the word of Christ." (That’s why the sermon became the centerpiece of Protestant worship 

services. The spoken Word of God has supernatural power to build faith in listeners. Corporate worship is 

vital to fostering faith as the Word of God is preached. 

When a distraught father came to Jesus asking for his demon-possessed son to be healed, the man uttered 

this heartbreaking plea: 

“Immediately the boy’s father exclaimed, ‘I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!’” (The man knew 

his faith was weak, but he had sense enough to turn to the right place for help: Jesus. 

Meditations On Faith  

 Full Assurance of Faith - Hebrews 10:19–22 

 Firm in Faith - Isaiah 7:9 

 Saving Faith - James 2:14 

Hebrews 11 New Century Version (NCV) 

What Is Faith? 

11 Faith means being sure of the things we hope for and knowing that something is real even if we do not 

see it. 2 Faith is the reason we remember great people who lived in the past. 

3 It is by faith we understand that the whole world was made by God’s command so what we see was made 

by something that cannot be seen. 

4 It was by faith that Abel offered God a better sacrifice than Cain did. God said he was pleased with the 

gifts Abel offered and called Abel a good man because of his faith. Abel died, but through his faith he is 

still speaking. 

5 It was by faith that Enoch was taken to heaven so he would not die. He could not be found, because God 

had taken him away. Before he was taken, the Scripture says that he was a man who truly pleased God. 
6 Without faith no one can please God. Anyone who comes to God must believe that he is real and that he 

rewards those who truly want to find him. 

7 It was by faith that Noah heard God’s warnings about things he could not yet see. He obeyed God and 

built a large boat to save his family. By his faith, Noah showed that the world was wrong, and he became 

one of those who are made right with God through faith. 

8 It was by faith Abraham obeyed God’s call to go to another place God promised to give him. He left his 

own country, not knowing where he was to go. 9 It was by faith that he lived like a foreigner in the country 

https://www.thoughtco.com/christian-justification-by-faith-or-works-700638
https://www.thoughtco.com/basics-to-prayer-701334
https://www.thoughtco.com/martin-luther-biography-700828
https://www.thoughtco.com/the-bible-on-church-attendance-701991
https://www.thoughtco.com/christianity-4133210
https://www.thoughtco.com/verse-of-the-day-120-701624
https://www.thoughtco.com/faith-is-key-hebrews-116-day-114-701617
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God promised to give him. He lived in tents with Isaac and Jacob, who had received that same promise 

from God. 10 Abraham was waiting for the city[a] that has real foundations—the city planned and built by 

God. 

11 He was too old to have children, and Sarah could not have children. It was by faith that Abraham was 

made able to become a father, because he trusted God to do what he had promised.[b] 12 This man was so 

old he was almost dead, but from him came as many descendants as there are stars in the sky. Like the sand 

on the seashore, they could not be counted. 

13 All these great people died in faith. They did not get the things that God promised his people, but they 

saw them coming far in the future and were glad. They said they were like visitors and strangers on earth. 
14 When people say such things, they show they are looking for a country that will be their own. 15 If they 

had been thinking about the country they had left, they could have gone back. 16 But they were waiting for 

a better country—a heavenly country. So God is not ashamed to be called their God, because he has 

prepared a city for them. 

17 It was by faith that Abraham, when God tested him, offered his son Isaac as a sacrifice. God made the 

promises to Abraham, but Abraham was ready to offer his own son as a sacrifice. 18 God had said, “The 

descendants I promised you will be from Isaac.”[c] 19 Abraham believed that God could raise the dead, and 

really, it was as if Abraham got Isaac back from death. 

20 It was by faith that Isaac blessed the future of Jacob and Esau. 21 It was by faith that Jacob, as he was 

dying, blessed each one of Joseph’s sons. Then he worshiped as he leaned on the top of his walking stick. 

22 It was by faith that Joseph, while he was dying, spoke about the Israelites leaving Egypt and gave 

instructions about what to do with his body. 

23 It was by faith that Moses’ parents hid him for three months after he was born. They saw that Moses was 

a beautiful baby, and they were not afraid to disobey the king’s order. 

24 It was by faith that Moses, when he grew up, refused to be called the son of the king of Egypt’s daughter. 
25 He chose to suffer with God’s people instead of enjoying sin for a short time. 26 He thought it was better 

to suffer for the Christ than to have all the treasures of Egypt, because he was looking for God’s reward. 
27 It was by faith that Moses left Egypt and was not afraid of the king’s anger. Moses continued strong as if 

he could see the God that no one can see. 28 It was by faith that Moses prepared the Passover and spread the 

blood on the doors so the one who brings death would not kill the firstborn sons of Israel. 

29 It was by faith that the people crossed the Red Sea as if it were dry land. But when the Egyptians tried it, 

they were drowned. 

30 It was by faith that the walls of Jericho fell after the people had marched around them for seven days. 

31 It was by faith that Rahab, the prostitute, welcomed the spies and was not killed with those who refused 

to obey God. 

32 Do I need to give more examples? I do not have time to tell you about Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, 

David, Samuel, and the prophets. 33 Through their faith they defeated kingdoms. They did what was right, 

received God’s promises, and shut the mouths of lions. 34 They stopped great fires and were saved from 

being killed with swords. They were weak, and yet were made strong. They were powerful in battle and 

defeated other armies. 35 Women received their dead relatives raised back to life. Others were tortured and 

refused to accept their freedom so they could be raised from the dead to a better life. 36 Some were laughed 

at and beaten. Others were put in chains and thrown into prison. 37 They were stoned to death, they were cut 

in half,[d] and they were killed with swords. Some wore the skins of sheep and goats. They were poor, 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+11&version=NCV#fen-NCV-30061a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+11&version=NCV#fen-NCV-30062b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+11&version=NCV#fen-NCV-30069c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+11&version=NCV#fen-NCV-30088d
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abused, and treated badly. 38 The world was not good enough for them! They wandered in deserts and 

mountains, living in caves and holes in the earth. 

39 All these people are known for their faith, but none of them received what God had promised. 40 God 

planned to give us something better so that they would be made perfect, but only together with us. 

Footnotes: 

1. 11:10 city The spiritual “city” where God’s people live with him. Also called “the heavenly 

Jerusalem.” (See Hebrews 12:22.) 

2. 11:11 It . . . promised. Some Greek copies refer to Sarah’s faith, rather than Abraham’s. 

3. 11:18 “The descendants . . . Isaac.” Quotation from Genesis 21:12. 

4. 11:37 they were cut in half Some Greek copies also include, “they were tested.” 

CHAPTER 2 – DESCRIPTION OF FAITH 

 

1. Models of faith and their key components 

While philosophical reflection on faith of the kind exemplified in religious faith might ideally hope to yield 

an agreed definition in terms of sufficient and necessary conditions that articulate the nature of faith, the 

present discussion proceeds by identifying key components that recur in different accounts of religious 

faith. It also aims to identify a focal range of issues on which different stances are taken by different 

accounts. There is a plurality of existing philosophical understandings or models of faith of the religious 

kind. This discussion therefore aims to set out dialectically an organisation of this plurality, while also 

giving indications of the reasons there may be for preferring particular models over others. Since ‘religion’ 

itself may well be a ‘family resemblance’ universal, essentialism about faith of the religious kind might be 

misplaced. Nevertheless, the concept of faith as found in the Abrahamic, theist, religious traditions is 

widely regarded as unified enough for an inquiry into its nature to make sense, even if a successful real 

definition is too much to expect (this kind of faith might conceivably be a conceptual primitive, for 

example). 

Note that some philosophers approach the target of religious faith by first classifying and analysing 

ordinary language uses of the term ‘faith’ and locutions in which that term occurs. See, for recent 

examples, Audi 2011 (Chapter 3, Section I), who identifies seven different kinds of faith, and Howard-

Snyder (2013b), who attempts a general analysis of ‘propositional’ faith— i.e., faith that p is true, where p 

is a relevant proposition. The present discussion, however, deals directly with the target notion of the kind 

of faith exemplified in religious faith, assuming the background of a working grasp of the notion as 

deployed in religious forms of life, and specifically in those belonging to the theist traditions. Insights from 

the analysis of faith understood more broadly may, nevertheless, be important in constructing models of 

faith of the religious kind, as will emerge below in the discussion of religious faith as a kind of trust 

(Section 6). 

The notion of religious faith as the possession of a whole people is familiar, and arguably theologically 

primary in the theist traditions. Philosophical accounts of theistic faith typically focus, however, on what it 

is for an individual person to ‘have faith’ or be ‘a person of faith’. An initial broad distinction is between 

thinking of faith just as a person’s state and thinking of it as also involving a person’s act, action or 

activity. Faith may be a state one is in, or comes to be in; it may also essentially involve something one 

does. An adequate account of faith, perhaps, needs to encompass both. In the Christian context faith is 

understood both as a gift of God and also as requiring a human response of assent and trust, so that their 

faith is something with respect to which people are both receptive and active. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+11&version=NCV#en-NCV-30061
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Heb.12.22&version=NCV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+11&version=NCV#en-NCV-30062
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+11&version=NCV#en-NCV-30069
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Gen.21.12&version=NCV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+11&version=NCV#en-NCV-30088
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There is, however, some tension in understanding faith both as a gift to be received and as essentially 

involving a venture to be willed and enacted. A philosophical account of faith may be expected to 

illuminate this apparent paradox. One principle for classifying models of faith is according to the extent to 

which they recognise an active component in faith itself, and the way they identify that active component 

and its relation to faith’s other components. It is helpful to consider the components of faith (variously 

recognised and emphasised in different models of faith) as falling into three broad categories: the affective, 

the cognitive and the practical. There are also evaluative components in faith—these may appear as 

implicated in the affective and/or the cognitive components, according to one’s preferred meta-theory of 

value. 

2. The affective component of faith 

One component of faith is a certain kind of affective psychological state—namely, a state of feeling 

confident and trusting. Some philosophers hold that faith is to be identified simply with such a state: see, 

for example, Clegg (1979, 229) who suggests that this may have been Wittgenstein’s understanding. Faith 

in this sense—as one’s overall ‘default’ attitude on life—provides a valuable foundation for flourishing: its 

loss is recognised as the psychic calamity of ‘losing one’s faith’. But if foundational existential confidence 

is to feature in a model of faith of the kind exemplified by theists, more needs to be added about the kind of 

confidence involved. Theistic faith is essentially faith in God. In general, faith of the kind exemplified by 

theistic faith must have some intentional object. It may thus be argued that an adequate model of this kind 

of faith cannot reduce to something purely affective: some broadly cognitive component is also required. 

3. Faith as knowledge 

What kind of cognitive component belongs to faith, then? One model identifies faith as knowledge of 

specific truths, revealed by God. Such a model has received prominent recent defence in the work of Alvin 

Plantinga, who proposes a model of faith which he takes to follow in the tradition of the reformers, 

principally John Calvin (see Plantinga 2000, 168-86). Calvin defines faith thus: ‘a firm and certain 

knowledge of God’s benevolence towards us, founded upon the truth of the freely given promise in Christ, 

both revealed to our minds and sealed upon our hearts through the Holy Spirit’ (John Calvin, Institutes III, 

ii, 7, 551, quoted by Plantinga (2000, 244)). 

Appeal to a special cognitive faculty 

‘Reformed’ epistemologists have appealed to an externalist epistemology in order to maintain that theistic 

belief may be justified even though its truth is no more than basically evident to the believer—that is, its 

truth is not rationally inferable from other, more basic, beliefs, but is found to be immediately evident in 

the believer’s experience (see Plantinga and Wolterstorff 1983, Alston 1991, Plantinga 2000). On 

Plantinga’s version, theistic beliefs count as knowledge because they are produced by the operation of a 

special cognitive faculty whose functional design fits it for the purpose of generating true beliefs about 

God. Plantinga calls this the sensus divinitatis, using a term of Calvin’s. (For discussion of the extent to 

which Plantinga’s use of this term conforms to Calvin’s own usage see Jeffreys 1997 and Helm 1998.) This 

quasi-perceptual faculty meets functional criteria as a mechanism that confers ‘warrant’ (where warrant is 

whatever must be added to true belief to yield knowledge) and, granted theism’s truth, it yields knowledge 

because God designs it just for that purpose. In defence of specifically Christian belief, Plantinga argues 

that the same warrant-conferring status belongs to the operation of the Holy Spirit in making the great 

truths of the Gospel directly known to the believer. 

The welcome certainty of faith 

This appeal to a God-given ‘higher’ cognitive faculty is found (in the early 12th Century) in al-Ghazâlî’s 

Deliverance from Error, where it provides the key to the ‘Sufi’ resolution of his religious crisis and his 

sceptical doubts about the deliverances of sense perception and unassisted human reason. Faith is thus 
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understood as a kind of knowledge attended by a certainty that excludes doubt. But faith will not be 

exclusively cognitive, if, as in Calvin’s definition, faith-knowledge is not only ‘revealed to our minds’ but 

also ‘sealed upon our hearts’. For, on this model faith will also have an affective/evaluative component that 

includes a welcoming of the knowledge received. 

Practical aspects of faith on the‘special knowledge’ model 

This model of faith as special knowledge, certain and welcome, exhibits faith as essentially something to 

be received. Nevertheless, the model may admit a practical component, since an active response is required 

for reception of the divine gift. Such a practical component is implied by the real possibility that faith may 

be resisted: indeed, Christians may hold that in our sinful state we will inevitably offer a resistance to faith 

that may be overcome only by God’s grace. It is, however, a further step for persons of faith to put their 

revealed knowledge into practice by trusting their lives to God and seeking to obey his will. On this 

‘special knowledge’ model of faith, however, this activity counts as ‘acting out’ one’s faith rather than as a 

part of faith itself. Persons of faith thus act ‘in’, ‘through’ or ‘by’ faith: but, on this model, their faith itself 

is the welcomed revealed knowledge on which they act. 

4. Faith and reason: the epistemology of faith 

Faith seems to involve some kind of venture, even if talk of a ‘leap of faith’ may not be wholly apt. It is 

thus widely held that faith goes beyond what is ordinarily reasonable, in the sense that it involves accepting 

what cannot be established as true through the proper exercise of our naturally endowed human cognitive 

faculties—and this may be held to be an essential feature of faith. As Kant famously reports, in the Preface 

to the Second Edition of his Critique of Pure Reason: ‘I have … found it necessary to deny knowledge, in 

order to make room for faith’ (Kant 1787/1933, 29). As well, however, theist philosophers typically desire 

to show that faith is not ‘contrary to reason’. On models of faith that take a cognitive component as central, 

and construe faith’s object as propositional, reasonable faith arguably needs to conform to an evidentialist 

principle, generally thought essential to rationality, requiring belief commitments to accord with the extent 

of the support for their truth given by one’s total available evidence. Faith’s venturesomeness is thus in 

tension with its reasonableness, and models of faith differ in the way they negotiate this tension by taking a 

particular stance on ‘faith and reason’. Another classificatory principle, then, is in terms of the type of 

epistemology of faith each particular model generates. 

The epistemology of the ‘special knowledge’ model 

The ‘special knowledge’ model of faith generates an epistemology under which, although ordinary 

cognitive faculties and sources of evidence do not yield certain knowledge of theistic truths, there is a 

‘higher’ cognitive faculty that neatly makes up the deficit. This model seems thus to secure the rationality 

of faith: if faith consists in beliefs that have the status of knowledge, surely faith cannot fail to be rational. 

And, once the deliverances of the special cognitive faculty are included amongst the believer’s basic 

experiential evidence, the evidential requirement on reasonable belief is surely satisfied. (Note that 

Plantinga originally expressed his defence of ‘properly basic’ theistic belief in terms of the rationality of 

believing in God ‘without any evidence or argument at all’ (Plantinga 1983, 17). He does respect the 

evidential requirement, however, holding that this requirement may be fully met through what is basically, 

non-inferentially, evident in the believer’s experience. Hence Plantinga’s insistence that his Reformed 

epistemology is not fideistic (Plantinga 2000, 263).) 

Reflective faith and the question of entitlement 

The above considerations may aspire to win the high ground in the ‘faith and reason’ debate for the ‘special 

knowledge’ model. It is not clear, however, that this aspiration can finally be met. From the perspective of 

reflective persons of faith (or would-be faith), the question of entitlement arises: are they rationally, 

epistemically—even, morally—entitled to adopt or continue in their faith? This question will be 
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existentially important, since faith will not count as of the kind exemplified by religious faith unless its 

commitments make a significant difference to how one lives one’s life. Reflective believers who are aware 

of the many options for faith, and the possibility of misguided and even harmful faith-commitments, will 

wish to be satisfied that they are justified in their faith. The theist traditions hold a deep fear of idolatry—of 

giving one’s ‘ultimate concern’ (Tillich 1957/2001) to an object unworthy of it. The desire to be assured of 

entitlement to faith is thus not merely externally imposed by commitment to philosophical critical values: it 

is a demand internal to the integrity of theistic faith itself. Arguably, believers must even take seriously the 

possibility that the God they have been worshipping is not, after all, the true God (Johnston 2009). But, for 

this concern to be met, there will need to be conditions sufficient for justified faith that are ‘internalist’—

that is, conditions whose obtaining is, at least indirectly if not directly, accessible to believers themselves. 

Those conditions are widely assumed to include an evidentialist requirement that faith is justified only if 

the truth of its cognitive content is adequately supported by the available evidence. 

The ‘knowledge’ model as leaving the question of entitlement unanswered 

It may be argued, however, that, if the ‘special knowledge’ model is correct, those who seek to meet an 

evidentialist requirement will be unable to satisfy themselves of their entitlement to their faith. Theistic 

truths may be directly revealed, and experienced as immediately evident, yet, on reflection, one may doubt 

whether such experiences are genuinely revelatory since competing ‘naturalist’ interpretations of those 

experiences seem available. It may be true, as Plantinga’s Reformed epistemology maintains, that if God 

exists such experiences meet externalist criteria for conveying knowledge, even though the truth of the 

beliefs concerned remains open to reflective ‘internalist’ doubt. On an externalist account, that is, one 

might lack independent evidence sufficient to confirm that one has knowledge that God exists while in fact 

possessing that very knowledge. And one might thus refute an objector who claims that without adequate 

evidence one cannot genuinely know. But this consideration is still insufficient to secure entitlement to 

theistic faith—if, as may be argued, that entitlement requires that one has evidence adequate to justify 

commitment to the truth that God exists. For, one has such evidence only conditionally on God’s 

existence—but it is precisely entitlement to believe that God exists that is at issue (Kenny 1992, 71; Bishop 

and Aijaz 2004). For a wider discussion of the possibility of religious knowledge that, inter alia, endorses 

the present point, see Zagzebski 2010. 

5. Faith as belief 

If faith is not ‘a firm and certain knowledge’ of theistic truths, then a model of faith as having a 

propositional object may be retained by identifying faith with a certain kind of belief. The relevant kind 

will be belief with theological content—that God exists, is benevolent towards us, has a plan of salvation, 

etc.—where this belief is also held with sufficient firmness and conviction. Richard Swinburne labels this 

the ‘Thomist view’ of faith, and expresses it thus: ‘The person of religious faith is the person who has the 

theoretical conviction that there is a God.’ (Swinburne 2005, 138). (Aquinas’s own understanding of faith 

is more complex than this formulation suggests, however, as will be noted shortly.) 

The rationality of faith on this model will rest on the rationality of the firmly held theological beliefs in 

which it consists. As Swinburne notes, if such beliefs are founded on evidence that renders their truth 

sufficiently more probable than not, then the beliefs concerned may amount to knowledge on a 

contemporary ‘justified true belief’ fallibilist epistemology, even though they fall short of knowledge on 

Aquinas’s own criteria, which require that what is known be ‘seen’ (i.e., fully and directly comprehended) 

(Summa Theologiae 2a2ae 1, 4 & 5 (O’Brien 1974, 27)). In any case, the reasonableness of faith on this 

model of faith as belief depends on the beliefs concerned being adequately evidentially justified. 

Some argue that the truth of theism is ‘evidentially ambiguous’—that is, that our total available evidence is 

equally viably interpreted from both a theist and a naturalist/atheist perspective (Hick 1966 and 1989; 

Davis 1978; Penelhum 1995; McKim 2001). This thesis of evidential ambiguity may be supported as the 

best explanation of the diversity of belief on religious matters, and/or of the persistence of the debate about 
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theism, with philosophers of equal acumen and integrity engaged on either side. Or the ambiguity may be 

considered systematic—for example, on the grounds that both natural theological and natural atheological 

arguments fail because they are deeply circular, resting on implicit assumptions acceptable only to those 

already thinking within the relevant perspective. (In relation to Swinburne’s Bayesian natural theology, in 

particular, this objection surfaces in criticism of assumptions about how to set the prior probabilities 

implicated in calculations of, for example, theism’s probability on the evidence of the ‘fine-tuning’ of the 

Universe’s basic physical constants, or of the probability, on all our evidence, of the truth of the 

Resurrection.) If the ambiguity thesis is correct, then—assuming evidentialism—firmly held theistic belief 

will fail to be reasonable. 

On this model of faith as belief, all that characterises faith apart from its theological content is the firmness 

or conviction with which faith-propositions are held true. Firm belief in the truth of a scientific proposition, 

for example, fails to count as faith only through lacking the right kind of content. This model therefore 

shares with the ‘special knowledge’ model in taking its theological content as essential to what makes 

theistic faith faith, and so rejects the suggestion that faith of the same sort as found in the theist religious 

traditions might also be found elsewhere. 

Furthermore, in taking faith to consist in belief that theological propositions are true, this model invites the 

assumption that theological convictions belong in the same category of factual claims as scientific 

theoretical hypotheses with which they accordingly compete. That assumption will lead those who think 

that theological claims are not reasonably accepted on the evidence to regard faith as worthless and 

intellectually dishonourable—at best, ‘a degenerating research programme’ (Lakatos 1970). (On this 

negative assessment of faith’s evidential support, persons of faith come perilously close to the schoolboy’s 

definition mentioned by William James: ‘Faith is when you believe something that you know ain’t true’ 

(James 1896/1956, 29). Or, if believers readily abandon theological explanations whenever competing 

scientific ones succeed, their God gets reduced to ‘the God of the gaps’.) These misgivings about the model 

of faith as firmly held factual theological belief dissolve, of course, if success attends the project of 

showing that particular theological claims count as factual hypotheses well supported by the total available 

evidence. Those who doubt that this condition is or can be met may, however, look towards a model of 

faith that understands faith’s cognitive content as playing some other role than that of an explanatory 

hypothesis of the same kind as a scientific explanatory hypothesis. 

Aquinas’s account of faith 

Though firmly held theological belief is central to it, Aquinas’s understanding of faith is more complicated 

and nuanced than the view that faith is ‘the theoretical conviction that God exists’. Aquinas holds that faith 

is ‘midway between knowledge and opinion’ (Summa Theologiae 2a2ae 1, 2 (O’Brien 1974, 11)). Faith 

resembles knowledge, Aquinas thinks, in so far as faith carries conviction. But that conviction is not well 

described as ‘theoretical’, if that description suggests that faith has a solely propositional object. For 

Aquinas, faith denotes the believer’s fundamental orientation towards the divine. So ‘from the perspective 

of the reality believed in’, Aquinas says, ‘the object of faith is something non-composite’ (non-

propositional)—namely God himself. Nevertheless, grasping the truth of propositions is essential to faith, 

because ‘from the perspective of the one believing … the object of faith is something composite in the form 

of a proposition’ (Summa Theologiae, 2a2ae, 1, 2 (O’Brien 1974, 11 & 13), my emphases). 

A further problem with describing as Thomist a model of faith simply as firm belief in the truth of 

theological propositions is that Aquinas takes as central an act of ‘inner assent’ (Summa Theologiae, 2a2ae, 

2, 1 (O’Brien 1974, 59–65)). This is problematic because, (i) in its dominant contemporary technical usage 

belief is taken to be a mental (intentional) state—a propositional attitude, namely, the attitude towards the 

relevant proposition that it is true; (ii) belief in this contemporary sense is widely agreed not to be under 

volitional control—not directly, anyway; yet (iii) Aquinas holds that the assent given in faith is under the 

control of the will. Aquinas need not, however, be construed as accepting ‘believing at will’, provided we 

allow that inner assent may be an act without being an intentional action. Assent may be construed as 
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something that has to be elicited yet terminates a process that is subject to the will—a process of inquiry, 

deliberation or pondering that does involve mental actions, or, in the case of faith, a process of divine grace 

that can proceed only if it is not blocked by the will. 

Most importantly, however, Aquinas says that assent is given to the propositional articles of faith because 

their truth is revealed by God, and on the authority of the putative source of this revelation. Terence 

Penelhum puts it like this: ‘Thomas tells us that although what one assents to in faith includes many items 

not ostensibly about God himself, one assents to them, in faith, because they are revealed by God … It is 

because they come from him and because they lead to him that the will disposes the intellect to accept 

them’ (Penelhum 1989, 122: see Summa Theologiae, 2a2ae, 1, 1 & 2 (O’Brien 1974, 5–15)). So Aquinas’s 

model of faith is of believing (assenting to) propositional truth-claims on the basis of testimony carrying 

divine authority. John Locke follows the same model: ‘Faith … is the assent to any proposition … upon the 

credit of the proposer, as coming from God, in some extraordinary way of communication’ (Locke 

1698/1924, 355; compare also Alston 1996, 15). 

The unanswered question of entitlement—again 

Faith as assent to truths on the basis of an authoritative source of divine revelation is possible, though, only 

for those who already believe that God exists and is revealed through the relevant sources. Might such 

faith, then, have to rest on a prior faith—faith that God exists and that this is his messenger or vehicle of 

communication? Those foundational claims, it might be maintained, are held true on the grounds of 

adequately supporting evidence, such as putatively provided by arguments of natural theology and the 

claimed evidence for miraculous endorsement of a prophet’s authority. Faith might then have a purely 

rational foundation. But this could hardly be so for every person of faith, since not everyone who believes 

will have access to the relevant evidence or be able to assess it properly. Besides, and more importantly, 

although Aquinas allows that rational assessment of the available evidence may lead a person to faith, he 

does not think that such an assessment could ever elicit assent itself—only demonstration could achieve 

that and so high a level of proof is not here available (see O’Brien, 1974, footnote 2b, 58–9). Aquinas’s 

view is thus that all believers stand in need of God’s grace: ‘the assent of faith, which is its principal act … 

has as its cause God, moving us inwardly through grace’ ((Summa Theologiae, 2a2ae 6, 1 (O’Brien 1974, 

167)). It follows, then, that, on Aquinas’s view, believing that God exists and is revealed in specific ways is 

itself a matter of faith, and not a purely rationally evidentially secured prolegomenon to it. 

Aquinas’s model of faith thus shares with the ‘special knowledge’ model the problem that it leaves 

unanswered the reflective believer’s concern about entitlement. Attempting to settle that concern by 

meeting the evidential requirement leads to circularity: believers are to accept theological truths on divine 

authority, yet the truth that there is such an authority (historically mediated as the relevant tradition 

maintains) is amongst those very truths that are to be accepted on divine authority—indeed, it is the crucial 

one. As Descartes puts it in the Dedication to his Meditations, ‘although it is absolutely true that we must 

believe there is a God, because we are so taught in the Holy Scriptures, and, on the other hand, that we 

must believe the Holy Scriptures because they come from God …, we nevertheless could not place this 

argument before infidels, who might accuse us of reasoning in a circle’ (Haldane and Ross 1967, 133). 

Thus, although they differ on the question whether the firm beliefs of faith count as knowledge, both 

Aquinas and Calvin understand faith as essentially involving accepting the truth of propositions as revealed 

through willingly receiving God’s gracious gift of that very revelation. The question remains how 

accepting this gift could be epistemically rational. The externalist account of how Christian beliefs may 

have epistemic worth proposed in Plantinga’s model of faith (named ‘the A/C’ model because its sources 

are supposedly found in Aquinas as well as Calvin) offers some help with the required explanation, but (as 

noted in the final paragraph of Section 4 above) may arguably not by itself be sufficient.  

Revelation—and its philosophical critique 
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The justifiability of belief that God exists is a typically focal issue in the Philosophy of Religion. Yet the 

theist traditions always make a foundational claim about an authoritative source, or sources, of revealed 

truth. What is salient is not just believing that God exists; it is believing that God exists and is revealed 

thus and so (in great historical acts, in prophets, in scriptures, in wisdom handed down, etc.). The 

reasonableness of theism is therefore as much a matter of the reasonableness of an epistemology of 

revelation as it is of a metaphysics of perfect being. The question of how God may be expected to make 

himself known has gained prominence through recent discussion of the argument for atheism from ‘divine 

hiddenness’ (Schellenberg 1993; Howard-Snyder and Moser 2002). That argument holds that a loving God 

would make his existence clear to the non-resistant—but this claim is open to question. Perhaps God 

provides only ‘secret’ evidence of his existence, purposely overturning the expectations of our ‘cognitive 

idolatry’ in order to transform our egocentric self-reliance (Moser 2008); besides, there may be significant 

constraints logically inherent in the very possibility of unambiguous divine revelation to finite minds (King 

2008). 

Similarly, accounts of theistic faith will be open to critique when they make assumptions about the 

mechanisms of revelation. In particular, the model of faith as assent to propositions as revealed holds that, 

since God’s grace is required for that assent, when grace is effective the whole ‘package deal’ of 

propositional revealed truth is accepted. This yields the notion of ‘the Faith’, as the body of theological 

truths to be accepted by ‘the faithful’, and it becomes a sign of resistance to divine grace to ‘pick and 

choose’ only some truths, as heretics do (Greek: hairesis, choice; see Summa Theologiae 2a2ae 5, 3 

(O’Brien 1974, 157–61)). For heresy to be judged, however, some human authority must assume it 

possesses the full doctrinal revelation, with God’s grace operating without resistance in its own case. 

Whether that assumption can ever be sufficiently well founded to justify condemning and purging others is 

an important question, whose neglect may be seriously harmful, as we are reminded by the fact that the 

phrase for ‘act of faith’ in Portuguese—auto-da-fé—came to mean the public burning of a heretic. 

But the deeper assumption made by this model of faith as belief (as, too, by the ‘special knowledge’ model) 

is that God’s self-revelation is primarily the revelation of the truth of propositions articulated in human 

language (compare Swinburne 1992). Alternative understandings of revelation are available, however. In 

particular, it may be held that it is primarily the divine presence itself that is revealed—the reality, not 

merely a representation of it. Propositional articulations of what is revealed may still be essential, but they 

need to be accepted as at a remove from the object of revelation itself, and therefore as limited. The 

development of propositional articulations expressing the nature and will of the self-revealing God—the 

doctrines of ‘the Faith’—will, of course, be understood as a process under providential grace. It is often 

assumed that that process can achieve ‘closure’ in a completed set of infallibly known creedal propositions. 

But this assumption about how divine inspiration operates may be contested, both on the theological 

grounds that it reflects the all-too-human desire to gain control over God’s self-revelation (to ‘pin God 

down once and for all’), and on the wider epistemological grounds that any attempt to grasp independent 

reality in human language will be in principle fallible and subject to revision in the light of future 

experience. 

6. Faith as trust 

Not all models of faith however, identify it as primarily a matter of knowing or believing a proposition or a 

set of them. What is most central to theistic faith may seem better expressed as believing in God, rather 

than as believing that God exists. The Christian creeds begin ‘Credo in unum Deum …’—and it is arguable 

that in this context ‘belief in’ is neither merely an idiomatic variant on, nor reducible to, ‘belief that’ (Price 

1965). It may thus be held that theists’ acceptance of propositional truths as divinely revealed rests on 

believing in God—and it is this ‘believing in’, or ‘having faith in’, which is, fundamentally, the nature of 

faith. Noting that, while faith is held to be a virtue, believing as such is not, Wilfred Cantwell Smith argues 

that ‘faith is not belief’, ‘but something of a quite different order’ (Smith 1979, 128), requiring ‘assent’ ‘in 

the dynamic and personal sense of rallying to [what one takes to be the truth] with delight and engagement’ 
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(142). Our considerations now shift, then, from ‘propositional’-attitude-focussed models of faith to 

‘operational’ models, to borrow terminology from J.L.Schellenberg (2005, 126). 

What does ‘operational’ ‘faith in’ God amount to? What is it to believe in, or have faith in, God beyond, or 

even independently of, believing that God exists? To have faith in God is to make a practical 

commitment—the kind involved in trusting God, or, trusting in God. (The root meaning of the Greek pistis, 

‘faith’, is ‘trust’.) This, then, is a fiducial model —a model of faith as trust, understood not simply as an 

affective state of confidence, but as an action. On a fiducial model, faith’s active, practical, component 

takes central place, though a cognitive component may be presupposed by it. The fiducial model is widely 

identified as characteristically Protestant. Swinburne, for example, calls it the ‘Lutheran’ model, and 

defines it thus: ‘the person of faith does not merely believe that there is a God (and believe certain 

propositions about him)—he trusts Him and commits himself to Him’ (2005, 142). Yet, as noted earlier, 

Aquinas too takes the ultimate object of faith to be God, ‘the first reality’, and, furthermore, understands 

‘formed’ faith as trusting commitment to God, motivated by, and directed towards, love of God as one’s 

true end (see Summa Theologiae 2a2ae, 4, 3; O’Brien 1974, 123–7). It is true that Aquinas allows that the 

devils have faith in a certain sense—but this ‘faith’ amounts only to their belief that what the Church 

teaches is the truth, arrived at not by grace but ‘forced from them’ reluctantly by ‘the acumen of their 

natural intelligence’ (Summa Theologiae 2a2ae, 5, 2; O’Brien 1974, 155 & 157). Aquinas’s account of 

‘saving’ faith is thus also a fiducial model. 

The venture of trust 

As noted at the outset, there is a usage of ‘faith’ for which ‘having/placing faith in’ is (near enough) 

synonymous with ‘trusting’ or ‘trusting in’. If, moreover, faith of the religious kind is itself a type of trust, 

then we may expect our understanding of religious faith to profit from an analysis of trust in general. It is 

therefore worth considering what follows about the nature of faith of the sort exemplified in theistic faith 

from holding it to be a kind of trust. 

Conceptually fundamental to trust is the notion of a person (or persons)—the truster—trusting in some 

agent or agency—the trustee—for some (assumedly) favourable outcome (though what the trustee is 

trusted for is often only implicit in the context). Trust involves a venture; so too—it is widely agreed—does 

faith. So, if faith is trust, the venture of faith might be presumed to be the type of venture implicated in 

trust. A venture is an action that places the agent and outcomes of concern to the agent significantly beyond 

the agent’s own control. Trust implies venture. When we trust we commit ourselves to another’s control, 

accepting—and, when necessary, co-operating as ‘patient’—with the decisions of the trustee. Venturing in 

trust is usually assumed to be essentially risky, making oneself vulnerable to adverse outcomes or betrayal. 

(Swinburne makes the point this way: ‘To trust someone is to act on the assumption that she will do for you 

what she knows that you want or need, when the evidence gives some reason for supposing that she may 

not and where there will be bad consequences if the assumption is false’ (2005, 143). Annette Baier makes 

no requirement for evidence that the trustee may prove untrustworthy, but nevertheless takes trust to 

involve ‘accepted vulnerability to another’s possible but not expected ill will (or lack of good will) toward 

one’ (Baier 1986, 235, my emphasis).) Accordingly, it seems sensible to hold that one should trust only 

with good reason. But if, as is plausible, good reason to trust requires sufficient evidence of the trustee’s 

trustworthiness, reasonable trust appears both to have its venturesomeness diminished and, at the same 

time, to become more difficult to achieve than we normally suppose. For we often lack adequate—or even, 

any—evidence of a trustee’s trustworthiness in advance of our venture, yet in many such cases we suppose 

that our trust is reasonable. But, if adequate evidence of trustworthiness is not required for reasonable trust, 

how is reasonable trust different from ‘blind’ trust? 

This problem might be avoided by arguing that the question of when one may rationally trust another may 

be resolved by a decision theoretic calculation, factoring in the extent to which one’s evidence supports the 

potential trustee’s trustworthiness and the utilities or disutilities of the possible outcomes. It may thus on 

occasion be practically rational to trust a person whose likelihood of trustworthiness is low, if a sufficiently 
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valuable outcome may be achieved only by so doing. (An unlikely rescuer may rationally be trusted if the 

only one available.) But this approach misses something important in social intercourse, where we 

generally count it a virtue to be ready to trust others without such prior calculation. Such openness may still 

be broadly rational, however, given our long shared experience that willingness to trust others usually does 

elicit trustworthy behaviour: accordingly, though I may have little or no direct evidence that this particular 

fellow citizen of mine will prove trustworthy if I turn to her in a sudden predicament, I may have good 

evidence for the general reliability of others in my community. 

Nevertheless, it can sometimes be reasonable to act decisively on the assumption that people will be 

worthy of trust in quite particular respects without having evidence for their trustworthiness sufficient to 

justify such decisiveness (see, for example, Adams 1987). And this seems to be because, in such cases, (i) 

what has to be decided is all or nothing—whether to trust or not—so that tentatively committing oneself in 

practice to the trustworthiness of the trustee only to the partial degree supported by one’s evidence is not a 

separate option; and (ii) at the point where the decision has to be made it is impossible that there should be 

evidence that justifies more than modest partial belief—impossible that evidence should justify decisive 

commitment to the trustee’s trustworthiness. Such cases provide a particularly interesting class of 

exceptions to the general evidentialist requirement to commit in practice to the truth of a proposition only 

as justified by one’s evidence. They are interesting because they do not involve non-epistemic 

considerations overriding epistemic ones, as is the case with some readily recognisable types of exception 

to trust-evidentialism—for example, cases where being in an established relationship with someone obliges 

one to trust contrary to the weight of one’s evidence; or cases of ‘educative’ or ‘therapeutic’ trust, where 

others are trusted in order to develop or restore their trustworthiness. In the target cases, the epistemic 

concern to grasp truth and avoid falsehood is not overridden: they are cases where one may benefit from 

acting on the truth that a person is trustworthy only if one first commits oneself to the person’s 

trustworthiness beyond the possible support of evidence—though once the venture is made conclusive 

evidence of trustworthiness may happily soon accumulate. 

7. Faith as doxastic venture 

On a model that takes religious faith to consist fundamentally in an act of trust, the analogy with the 

venture of interpersonal trust is suggestive. When one person trusts another there seems typically to be both 

a doxastic and a fiducial aspect—there is the person’s belief as to the other’s trustworthiness and also an 

active commitment or ‘entrusting’ to the other. Paul Helm proposes that religious faith similarly has 

importantly distinct doxastic and fiducial aspects: in addition to belief about God’s existence and 

trustworthiness for salvation held with a degree of strength proportional to the believer’s evidence, persons 

of faith must also entrust themselves to the one on whom they rely (Helm 2000). 

Yet there are also significant differences between the trusting involved in theistic faith and that involved in 

interpersonal trust. For one thing, venturing in trust would seem not to carry real risk if God really is the 

trustee. ‘A mother’s tender care’ may cease ‘toward the child she bare’: she may be forgetful, ‘yet will I 

remember thee, for mine is an unchanging love’, as the William Cowper hymn has the Lord declare (see 

Isaiah 49:15). Given the existence of the God of unchanging love, one trusts in ultimately perfect safety. 

But the venture of actually entrusting oneself to God seems to begin with the challenge of being able to 

accept that, indeed, there is such a God. While some affirm that many people have sufficient evidence to 

justify this claim, others, as already noted, hold that everyone has to confront the evidential ambiguity of 

foundational theistic claims. For those who think that God’s existence as the one who saves cannot be 

settled intellectually on the basis of the available evidence, the venture involved in trusting in God (if such 

there be) may seem to include a doxastic venture: the one who trusts already ventures, somehow beyond or 

independently of the available evidence, in his or her very believing that God exists and may be relied on 

for salvation. Trusting in God seems to presuppose, in other words, taking it on trust that God exists. But, if 

so, the question whether, and under what conditions, one may be entitled to such an evidence-transcending 

venture becomes pressing. 
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Theological non-realism 

One way to relieve this pressure is to offer a non-realist analysis of theological claims. Trusting God will 

then not entail any commitment to reality’s being a certain way. Rather, on arguably the most sophisticated 

kind of non-realist view, theological beliefs arise because living ‘trustingly’ comes to be expressed and 

reinforced through a culturally constructed fiction about God and his great saving acts. This existential 

confidence may then be described, using the language of the fiction, as ‘trusting God’ (Cupitt 1980, 

Geering 1994). On such a non-realist account, the model of faith as trust brackets the cognitive component 

of faith, and risks becoming, in effect, a model of faith as purely a certain kind of affective state. But, in 

any case, non-realist models will be rejected by those who take faith to have a cognitive component that 

functions as a grasping—or would-be grasping—of how things really are. 

Defending doxastic venture by analogy with interpersonal trust? 

Even if faith does involve (under realist assumptions) a venture in belief itself, the justifiability of such a 

venture might yet be thought defensible by analogy with interpersonal situations where it is justifiable 

decisively to trust another beyond one’s evidence. Reflecting on that proposal discloses further points of 

disanalogy, however. In cases of interpersonal trust a venture is often needed in initially taking the trustee 

to be trustworthy, but evidence will inevitably later emerge which will either confirm or disconfirm the 

truth of that claim—and trust may, and rationally should, be withdrawn if the news is bad. Furthermore, 

interpersonal trust does not require actually believing that the trustee is worthy of trust, only that one 

decisively takes this to be true (i.e., acts on the assumption of its truth) when one comes to act. People of 

theistic faith, however, typically do believe that God exists and may be trusted for salvation, and, if—as we 

are here assuming—acting on this belief ventures beyond evidential support, then it is a venture that 

persists and is not confined to initial commitment only. Psychologically, no doubt, continuing to journey in 

theistic faith may reinforce one’s commitment. These reinforcing experiences, which often involve faith 

renewed in the face of apparent failures of divine love, do not, however, possess the uncontroversial status 

of evidence that independently and inter-subjectively confirms the initial venture. 

Doxastic venture without doxastic voluntarism 

Many dismiss the idea that one may venture in one’s very believing that God exists as committing a 

category error: ventures are voluntary, but propositional belief is not directly under voluntary control. 

Trusting God, however, entails practical commitment to the truth of theological faith-propositions—and 

commitment to the truth of a proposition in one’s practical reasoning may be under direct voluntary 

control. 

It is one thing to be in the mental state of holding that the proposition that p is true; it is another to take it to 

be true that p in one’s practical reasoning (although these typically go together, since to hold that p is true 

is to be disposed to take it to be true that p in practical reasoning whenever the question whether p becomes 

salient). Practical commitment to a faith-proposition’s truth therefore could be a venture: there is no 

category error in allowing this possibility. Doxastic venturing —venturing in believing— is thus not a 

matter of willing oneself to believe without adequate evidential support; rather it is a matter of taking an 

already held belief to be true in one’s practical reasoning even though (as one may oneself recognise) its 

truth lacks such support. 

The psychological possibility of doxastic venture 

Some philosophers have argued, however, that one cannot (in full reflective awareness, anyway) believe 

that p while accepting that one has insufficient evidence for p’s truth (Adler 2002). The counterclaim that 

this is possible is defended by William James, in his controversial 1896 lecture, ‘The Will to Believe’ 

(James 1896/1956). James agrees that belief cannot be directly willed and must be otherwise causally 

evoked (he later came to wish that he has used ‘The Right to Believe’ as his lecture’s title). James 
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observes, however, that many beliefs have causes that do not constitute or imply an evidential grounding of 

their truth. James labels such causes ‘passional’—again, a potentially misleading term, since its intended 

referents include much more than emotional causes of belief. In particular, beliefs may be caused by ‘the 

circumpressure of one’s caste or set’, of which one’s inherited religious tradition is a paradigm case (James 

1896/1956, 9). James is thus able to explain the psychological possibility of doxastic venture: one already 

has a ‘passionally’ caused belief, which one then takes to be true in practical reasoning despite its lack of 

adequate evidential grounding (compare Creel 1994, who similarly describes ‘faith’ as a ‘non-evidential 

doxastic passion’). 

Note that a doxastic venture model of theistic faith reconciles faith as gift with faith’s active components: 

the action is taking a faith-proposition to be true in practical reasoning; the gift provides the motivational 

resources for so doing, namely a firm belief in the truth of the faith-proposition, despite its lack of adequate 

evidential support. (In the next section, the possibility is considered that the gift of these motivational 

resources might not amount to actual belief.) It is also worth noting that those who find the focus on the 

individual something of a deficiency in analytical accounts of faith (Eklund 2015) may perceive in James’s 

account some acknowledgment of the social aspect of faith. Arguably, the standard ‘passional’ or ‘non-

evidential’ cause of religious belief is cultural immersion within an historical faith-tradition. The 

motivational resources for faith-commitment may thus be an essentially social possession. 

Examples of doxastic venture models 

On the doxastic venture model, faith involves full practical commitment to a faith’s proposition’s truth, 

despite the recognition that this is not ‘objectively’ justified on the evidence. Kierkegaard’s Concluding 

Unscientific Postcript definition of faith as ‘an objective uncertainty held fast in an appropriation process 

of the most passionate inwardness’ (Kierkegaard 1846/1968, 180) is an example of a doxastic venture 

model. So too is Paul Tillich’s account of faith as ‘the state of being ultimately concerned’, since the claim 

of the object of one’s ultimate concern to ‘promise total fulfilment even if all other claims have to be 

subjected to it or rejected in its name’ cannot in principle be established on the basis of the evidence. 

(Tillich, 1957/2001, 1 and 21). 

Aquinas’s model of faith, though widely thought of as conforming to an evidential requirement on belief, 

may arguably be open to interpretation as a doxastic venture model. As noted in Section 5, Aquinas holds 

that the available evidence, though it supports the truth of foundational faith-propositions, does not provide 

what Aquinas counts as sufficient (i.e., demonstrative) support to justify inner assent (in addition to 

references to the Summa Theologiae given previously, see 2a2ae. 2, 1 (O’Brien 1974, 63); and compare 

also Penelhum 1989, 120). Now, whether practical commitment to the truth of a given faith-proposition 

does or does not venture beyond adequate evidential support will be relative to assumptions about (a) 

where the level of evidential support required for ‘adequacy’ should be set, and (b) just how firm and 

decisive propositional faith-commitment needs to be. On some such assumptions, for example those made 

by Bayesians, the support provided by the evidence Aquinas adduces—or, by a suitable contemporary 

upgrading of that evidence, such as that provided in the works of Richard Swinburne—may be considered 

enough to make reasonable a sufficiently high degree of belief (or credence) in the truth of theistic faith-

propositions so that believers need not venture beyond the support of their evidence. Interpreting Aquinas’s 

model of faith as conforming to evidentialism may thus be viable. Nevertheless, Aquinas’s own 

assumptions on these matters may leave him closer to Kierkegaard and Tillich than is commonly thought 

(consider Summa Theologiae 2a2ae 4, 1 and, once again, 2a2ae 6, 1 (O’Brien 1974, 117–9 & 167)). 

The special role of faith-propositions 

Bayesians might argue that there is no occasion for faith as doxastic venture since, once practical 

commitment to the truth of propositions is recognised as a matter of degree, whatever the state of the 

available evidence relating to a given proposition, there will always (given initial credences) be a rational 

credence properly associated with that evidence, and hence there are no possible circumstances where ‘the 
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evidence does not decide’. Note, however, Lara Buchak’s (2012) discussion of ways in which Bayesians 

might understand faith as going beyond the evidence, and her own proposal that faith-ventures essentially 

include an additional practical commitment, which may be rational under certain conditions, not to inquire 

further into evidence relevant to the truth of the propositions concerned. 

If the domain of faith is, as Stephen Evans puts it, ‘the assumptions, convictions and attitudes which the 

believer brings to the evidence for and against religious truth’ (Evans 1985, 178), and faith’s cognitive 

component offers a ‘total interpretation’ of the world of our experience (Hick 1966, 154), then 

(foundational) faith-propositions function as ‘highest-order framing principles’ which necessarily cannot 

have their truth settled by appeal to the force of a body of independent evidence (Bishop 2007a, 139–44). 

Taking such a faith-proposition to be true, then, is not something that comes in degrees: either one ‘buys 

into’ the overall worldview a (foundational) faith-proposition proposes, or one does not. Such a choice is 

existentially important, and settling it raises anxiety about exercising a responsibility that cannot—without 

‘bad faith’—be transferred onto the relatively impersonal function of one’s reason, since a venture beyond 

any rational certification is required. The doxastic venture model may thus be regarded as capturing the 

spiritual challenge of faith more satisfactorily than do models that understand faith as conforming to 

evidentialism. This is because, on the doxastic venture model, faith involves a deeper surrender of self-

reliant control, not only in trusting God, but in accepting at the level of practical commitment that there is a 

God—indeed, this God—who is to be trusted. 

Doxastic venture models of faith and epistemic concern 

Doxastic venture in relation to faith-propositions can be justifiable, of course, only if there are legitimate 

exceptions to the evidentialist requirement to take a proposition to be true just to the extent of its evidential 

support—and only if the legitimate exceptions include the kind of case involved in religious, theistic, faith-

commitment. 

A possible view of theistic faith-commitment is that it is wholly independent of the epistemic concern that 

cares about evidential support. On this view, faith reveals its authenticity most clearly when it takes faith-

propositions to be true contrary to the weight of the evidence. This view is widely described as ‘fideist’, 

but ought more fairly to be called arational fideism, or, where commitment contrary to the evidence is 

positively favoured, irrational or counter-rational fideism. Despite its popular attribution both to the 

church father Tertullian and to ‘the father of existentialism’, Kierkegaard, counter-rational fideism does not 

seem to have been espoused by any significant theist philosophers (passages in Tertullian and Kierkegaard 

that appear to endorse this position may be interpreted as emphasising that Christian faith requires 

accepting, not logical contradiction, but ‘contradiction’ of our ‘natural’ expectations, wholly overturned in 

the revelation that the power of divine love is triumphant in the Crucified One). 

Serious philosophical defence of a doxastic venture model of faith thus implies a supra-rational fideism, 

for which epistemic concern is not overridden and for which, therefore, it is a constraint on faith-

commitment that it not accept what is known, or justifiably believed on the evidence, to be false. Rather, 

faith commits itself only beyond, and not against, the evidence—and it does so out of epistemic concern to 

grasp truth on matters of vital existential importance. The thought that one may be entitled to commit to an 

existentially momentous truth-claim in principle undecidable on the evidence when forced to decide either 

to do so or not is what motivates William James’s ‘justification of faith’ in ‘The Will to Believe’ (James 

1896/1956). If such faith is to be justified, its cognitive content will (on realist assumptions) have to cohere 

with our best evidence-based theories about the real world. Faith may extend our scientific grasp of the 

real, but may not counter it. Whether the desire to grasp more truth about the real than science can supply is 

a noble aspiration or a dangerous delusion is at the heart of the debate about entitlement to faith on this 

supra-rational fideist doxastic venture model. 

A discussion of the debate between the moderate, Jamesian, supra-rational fideist and the evidentialist is 

beyond this entry’s scope. Still, it is worth remarking that those who think that faith understood as doxastic 
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venture may be justified face the challenge of providing the tools for weeding out intuitively distorted and 

unjustifiable forms of faith. On the other side, those evidentialists who reject doxastic venture as 

impermissible have to consider whether taking a stance on the nature of reality beyond anything science 

can even in principle confirm may not, in the end, be unavoidable, and potentially implicated in the 

commitments required for science itself (see Bishop 2007a, Chapters 8 and 9). For a useful recent 

collection of articles on the wider theme of the relation of religious faith to intellectual virtue, see Callahan 

and O’Connor 2014. 

8. Faith as sub- or non-doxastic venture 

Some accounts allow that faith centrally involves practical commitment venturing beyond evidential 

support, yet do not require (or, even, permit) that the venturer actually believes the faith-proposition 

assumed to be true. Such accounts may be described as proposing a ‘sub-’ or ‘non-doxastic venture’ model 

of faith. F.R.Tennant holds a view of this kind: he takes faith to be the adoption of a line of conduct not 

warranted by present facts, that involves experimenting with the possible or ideal, venturing into the 

unknown and taking the risk of disappointment and defeat. Faith is not an attempt to will something into 

existence but rather treating hoped for and unseen things as if they were real and then acting accordingly 

(Tennant 1943/1989 p.104). Swinburne refers to this as the ‘pragmatist’ model of faith (Swinburne 2005, 

147–8; Swinburne 2001, 211; compare also Golding 1990, 2003). 

William Alston (1996) suggests that faith may involve an active ‘acceptance’ rather than purely receptive 

belief. A clearly sub-doxastic venture model results if acceptance is understood on Jonathan Cohen’s 

account under which to accept that p is ‘to have or adopt a policy of deeming, positing, or postulating that 

p—i.e. of including that proposition … among one’s premisses for deciding what to do or think in a 

particular context, whether or not one feels it to be true that p’ (Cohen 1992, 4, my emphasis). The 

firmness of faith-commitment is then just the firmness of one’s ‘resolve to use [faith-claims] as a basis for 

one’s thought, attitude and behaviour’ (Alston 1996, 17): there is no firm assurance of their truth. Decisive 

commitment in the absence of such assurance may nevertheless be possible, motivated (as Swinburne 

suggested in the first edition of his Faith and Reason) by the evaluative belief that ‘unless [faith-

propositions are true], that which is most worthwhile is not to be had’ (Swinburne, 1981, 117). (A faith 

venture that lacks belief in the faith-proposition to which commitment is made need not, and probably 

could not, lack doxastic components altogether, as this suggestion of Swinburne’s indicates.) 

Andrei Buckareff (2005) and J.L.Schellenberg (2005, 138-9) propose non-doxastic venture models of 

propositional faith, with Schellenberg emphasising the positive evaluation that persons of faith make of the 

truth-claim to which they commit themselves. In response to Daniel Howard-Snyder (2013) Schellenberg 

allows that faith may in some instances involve belief while still maintaining that ‘non-doxastic religious 

faith … will turn out to be a particularly important way of having religious faith as we head into the future’ 

(2013, 262). Bishop (2005), in response to Buckareff, also agrees that authentic faith need not always be a 

specifically doxastic venture. There may, then, be an emerging consensus amongst proponents of venture 

models that faith, at its core, consists in suitably motivated persistent practical commitment ‘beyond the 

evidence’ to the positively evaluated truth of foundational faith-claims which may, but need not, actually 

be believed to be true. 

Robert Audi (2011) has also defended a non-doxastic account of faith, contrasting ‘fiducial faith’ and 

‘doxastic faith’, and arguing that authentic religious faith need only amount to the former. Audi’s account 

is not strictly a ‘venture’ model, however, since he does not take commitment beyond the support of 

adequate evidence to be essential. Audi’s account suggests that religious faith is sui generis, but capable of 

being understood through its relations with other psychological states and actions, such as beliefs, 

evaluations and practical commitments. Rational assessment of religious faith, Audi thinks, must avoid 

treating it as implying belief, while recognising that greater confidence attaches to it than to religious hope. 

For another version of a non-doxastic account of faith, as a person’s ‘affective orientation or stance’, see 

Jonathan Kvanvig (2013). 
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9. Faith and hope 

Some philosophers have suggested that the epistemological challenges faced by accounts of faith as 

involving belief beyond the evidence may be avoided by construing theist commitment as hope. Theist 

hope seems not to be mere tenacity (‘clinging to one’s hopes’) (Taylor 1961), but a more complex attitude. 

James Muyskens suggests, for example, that one who hopes ‘keep[s] his life open or fluid with respect to [a 

faith-proposition] p—where (a) neither p nor not-p is certain for him, (b) he wants p and (c) he sees p as 

constructively connected with his own well-being and/or concept of himself as a person’ (1979, 35). 

Muyskens contrasts hope with faith (understood as belief), arguing that a religion of hope is both 

epistemically and religiously superior to a religion of faith. But faith is not generally understood as 

competing with hope (Creel 1993), and some philosophers identify faith with hoping that the claims of faith 

are true (Pojman 1986; 2003). Hope as such is an attitude rather than an active commitment, and, as Audi 

observes, it contrasts with the attitude of faith at least in this respect, namely, that surprise makes little 

sense as a response to discovering that the object of one’s faith is indeed the case, whereas there need be 

nothing inappropriate in surprise at the fulfilment of one’s hopes (see Audi 2011, 74). 

A more adequate model of faith as hope, then, may rather take faith to be acting in, or from, hope. Such a 

model then comes close to a sub-doxastic venture model of faith, differing only in so far as acting from 

hope that God exists differs from taking this claim to be true (albeit without belief) in one’s practical 

reasoning—but this difference may be undetectable at the level of behavioural outcomes. A model of faith 

as acting in hope also shares with the doxastic and sub-doxastic venture models in leaving out the affective 

certitude that is widely thought to characterise faith (Tennant 1943/1989, 112). 

All these three models, then —doxastic venture, sub-doxastic venture and venture in hope— fit the view 

that faith is consistent with doubt, and, indeed, impossible without doubt of some kind, though they allow 

that persons of faith may give firm and sustained commitment to the truth of faith-propositions in practice. 

The ‘certainty’ of faith on these models seems more a matter of the certainty that persons of faith find 

themselves conferring on the foundational claims of their faith, rather than a matter of discovering in 

themselves a certain knowledge or intellectual conviction of the truth of these claims. It is possible, then, 

on these accounts of faith, to be a committed person of faith and also an ‘agnostic’ in Thomas Huxley’s 

original sense of someone who does not claim as knowledge what he or she nevertheless commits to as a 

foundational practical orientation to reality. 

10. Faith as a virtue 

Faith is traditionally regarded as one of the ‘theological’ virtues. If a virtue is a ‘disposition of character 

which instantiates or promotes responsiveness to one or more basic goods’, then theistic faith qualifies 

since it is ‘a responsiveness to practical hope and truth’, provided theistic faith-claims are indeed true 

(Chappell 1996, 27). Faith will not, however, be a virtue as such, if it is accepted that faith can be 

misplaced or, even, ‘demonic’, directed upon a ‘false ultimate’ (Tillich 1957/2001, 21). To be virtuous, 

faith must be faith in a worthy object: it is faith in God that is the theological virtue. More generally, faith 

is virtuous only when it is faith to which one is entitled. An account of the conditions under which faith is 

permissible is thus the key to an ethics of faith. 

On models of faith as a (special) kind of knowledge, or as firmly held belief, it may seem puzzling how 

faith could be a virtue—unless some implicit practical component emerges when such models are further 

explicated, or, alternatively, a case may be made for the claim that what is involuntary may nevertheless be 

praiseworthy, with theistic faith as a case in point (Adams 1987). Furthermore, as already suggested 

(Sections 4 & 5 above), models of faith as knowledge or belief fail to provide non-circular conditions 

sufficient for entitlement, unless the truth of faith-propositions is established by independent argument and 

evidence. Fiducial models of faith seem more attuned to exhibiting faith as a virtue, though a defence of the 

trustworthiness of the one who is trusted for salvation may be required. Doxastic (and sub-doxastic) 

venture models of faith can vindicate faith as a virtue, provided they provide robust entitlement conditions, 
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to ensure that not just any ‘leap of faith’ is permissible. The Jamesian account already mentioned (Section 

7) aims to meet this need. James’s own view of what suffices to justify a faith-venture arguably needs an 

ethical supplement: both the non-evidential motivation for the venture and its content must be morally 

acceptable (Bishop 2007a, 163–6). 

If faith of the religious kind is to count as virtuous, it seems there must be a suitable degree of persistence 

and steadfastness in the commitment made. Persons of religious faith are faithful to the object of their 

commitment, though the salient kind of faithfulness may be a matter of the continual renewal of faith rather 

than of maintaining it unchanged. (See Audi 2014 for a discussion of faith and faithfulness in relation to 

virtue. Audi defends faithfulness as, like courage, an ‘adjunctive’ virtue, and argues that being ‘a person of 

faith’ counts as a ‘virtue of personality’.) 

Faith is only one of the Christian theological virtues, of course, the others being hope and charity (or love, 

agape): and St Paul famously affirms that the greatest of these is love (I Cor. 13:13). The question thus 

arises how these three virtues are related. One suggestion is that faith is taking it to be true that there are 

grounds for the hope that love is supreme—not simply in the sense that love constitutes the ideal of the 

supreme good, but in the sense that living in accordance with this ideal constitutes an ultimate salvation, 

fulfilment or consummation that is, in reality, victorious over all that may undermine it (in a word, over 

evil). The supremacy of love is linked to the supremacy of the divine itself, since love is the essential 

nature of the divine. What is hoped for, and what faith assures us is properly hoped for, is a sharing in the 

divine itself, loving as God loves (see Brian Davies on Aquinas, 2002). On this understanding, reducing 

faith to a kind of hope (Section 9 above) would eradicate an important relation between the two—namely 

that people of faith take reality to be such that their hope (for salvation, the triumph of the good) is well 

founded, and not merely an attractive fantasy or inspiring ideal. 

11. Faith beyond (orthodox) theism 

What is the potential scope of faith? On some models, the kind of faith exemplified by theistic faith is 

found only there. On both the ‘special knowledge’ and the ‘belief’ models, faith is intrinsically linked to 

theological content—indeed to orthodox Christian theological content, specifiable as one unified set of 

doctrines conveyed to receptive human minds by the operation of divine grace. Both the doxastic and sub-

doxastic venture models, however, allow for the possibility that authentic faith may be variously realised, 

and be directed upon different, and mutually incompatible, intentional objects. This pluralism is an 

important feature of accounts of faith in the American pragmatist tradition. John Dewey strongly rejected 

the notion of faith as a special kind of knowledge (Dewey 1934, 20), as did William James, whose 

‘justification of faith’ rests on a permissibility thesis, under which varied and conflicting faith-

commitments may equally have a place in the ‘intellectual republic’ (James 1896/1956, 30). 

Both Dewey and James defend models of faith with a view to advancing the idea that authentic religious 

faith may be found outside what is generally supposed to be theological orthodoxy. Furthermore, they 

suggest that ‘un-orthodox’ faith may be more authentic than ‘orthodox’ faith. ‘The faith that is religious’, 

says Dewey, ‘[I should describe as] the unification of the self through allegiance to inclusive ideal ends, 

which imagination presents to us and to which the human will responds as worthy of controlling our 

desires and choices’ (1934, 33). And James: ‘Religion says essentially two things: First, she says that the 

best things are the more eternal things, the overlapping things, the things in the universe that throw the last 

stone, so to speak, and say the final word…. [and] the second affirmation of religion is that we are better 

off now if we believe her first affirmation to be true’ (James 1896/1956, 25–6). While some of what Dewey 

and James say about justifiable faith may appear non-realist, in fact they both preserve the idea that 

religious faith aspires to grasp, beyond the evidence, vital truth about reality. Dewey holds that religious 

belief grounds hope because it takes something to be true about the real world ‘which carr[ies] one through 

periods of darkness and despair to such an extent that they lose their usual depressive character’ (1934,). 
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A general—i.e., non-theologically specific—account of the religious kind of faith may have potential as a 

tool for criticising philosophical formulations of the specific content of religious faith. The conditions for 

permissible faith-venture may exclude faith in God under certain inadequate conceptions of who or what 

God is. Arguably, the ‘personal omniGod’ of much contemporary philosophy of religion is just such an 

inadequate conception (Bishop 2007b). An understanding of what faith is, then, may motivate radical 

explorations into the concept of God as held in the theistic traditions (Bishop 1998; Johnston 2009; Bishop 

and Perszyk 2014). 

Can there be faith without adherence to any theistic tradition? Those who agree with F.R.Tennant that 

‘faith is an outcome of the inborn propensity to self-conservation and self-betterment which is a part of 

human nature, and is no more a miraculously superadded endowment than is sensation or understanding’ 

(1943/1989, 111) will consider that this must be a possibility. Tennant himself suggests that ‘much of the 

belief which underlies knowledge’—and he has scientific knowledge in mind— ‘is the outcome of faith 

which ventures beyond the apprehension and treatment of data to supposition, imagination and creation of 

ideal objects, and justifies its audacity and irrationality (in accounting them to be also real) by practical 

actualization’ (1943/1989, 100). Faith in this sense, however, may not seem quite on a par with faith of the 

religious kind. True, scientists must act as if their ‘ideal objects’ are real in putting their theories to the 

empirical test; but they will ‘account them to be also real’ only when these tests do provide confirmation in 

accordance with the applicable inter-subjective norms. 

If faith is understood as commitment beyond independent objective certification to the truth of some 

overall interpretation of experience and reality, then all who commit themselves (with sufficient 

steadfastness) to such a Weltanschauung or worldview will be people of faith. Faith of this kind may be 

religious, and it may be religious without being theistic, of course, as in classical Buddhism or Taoism. 

Some have argued that faith is a human universal: Cantwell Smith, for example, describes it as ‘a planetary 

human characteristic [involving the] capacity to perceive, to symbolize, and live loyally and richly in terms 

of, a transcendent dimension to [human] life’ (1979, 140-141). There may also, arguably, be non-religious 

faith: for example ‘scientific atheists’, or ‘naturalists’, may be making a faith-venture when they take there 

to be no more to reality than is in principle discoverable by the natural sciences. The suggestion that 

atheism rests on a faith-venture will, however, be resisted by those who maintain ‘the presumption of 

atheism’ (Flew, 1976): it takes no leap to hold the default position. 

An atheist’s faith-venture may, in any case, seem oddly so described on the grounds that it provides no 

basis for practical hope or trust. Providing such a basis may plausibly be thought necessary for faith— the 

truth to which the venturer commits must be existentially important in this way. (Note James’s requirement 

that faith-commitment is permissible only for resolving a ‘genuine option’, where a genuine option has 

inter alia to be ‘momentous’, that is, existentially significant and pressing (James 1896/1956, 3–4).) Some 

hold that the truth accepted by faith must be a ‘saving’ truth—a solution to a deep problems about the 

human situation. Their view is thus that faith is essentially religious, and they accordingly enter into 

argument as to which religion offers the best solution to the human problem (see, for example, Yandell 

1990, 1999). J.L.Schellenberg (2009) argues that the only kind of religious faith that could be justified (if 

any is) is a sceptical ‘ultimism’, in which one ‘assents’ to and treats as real an imaginatively grasped 

conception of a metaphysically, axiologically and soteriologically ultimate reality. 

Some may nevertheless argue that an existentially vital faith that grounds hope can belong within a wholly 

secular context—that is, without counting in any recognisable sense as ‘religious’. Cantwell Smith claims, 

for example, that ‘the Graeco-Roman heritage .. and its fecundating role in Western life [can] be seen as 

one of the major spiritual traditions of our world’ (1979, 139). Annette Baier suggests that ‘the secular 

equivalent of faith in God, which we need in morality as well as in science or knowledge acquisition, is 

faith in the human community and its evolving procedures—in the prospects for many-handed cognitive 

ambitions and moral hopes’ (Baier 1980, 133). More broadly, some maintain that a meaningful spirituality 

is consistent with a non-religious atheist naturalism, and include something akin to faith as essential to 

spirituality. For example, Robert Solomon takes spirituality to mean ‘the grand and thoughtful passions of 
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life’, and holds that ‘a life lived in accordance with those passions’ entails choosing to see the world as 

‘benign and life [as] meaningful’, with the tragic not to be denied but accepted (Solomon 2002, 6 & 51). 

CHAPTER 3 – CULTURAL CHALLENGES 
 

The primary challenge modern culture offers Christian faith is that the former is itself the fruit of a 

historico-cultural process deeply influenced by Christian faith. In many ways modern culture is an 

elevated, sophisticated one, containing a great variety of precious anthropological insights and strengths, 

with a surprising adaptability and openness to absorb, to clarify and to unite. However in the present 

moment it comes across, in many cases, as a ‘culture without faith’, a culture wilfully disconnected from 

the faith that gave life to it in the first place, and thus, ultimately, a fragile culture. This has led many of 

those influenced by modern culture to a generalised loss of faith and to a pathology of individualism and 

ingratitude, as they attempt to live in isolation from their fellows, unprepared to recognise the world they 

live in and the privileges they enjoy as God’s gifts. This suggests the need to widen the scope of human 

rationality in two directions: with others and towards others; other humans and ultimately God, the source 

of all goodness and truth. This study will consider the relationship between culture and Christian faith in 

terms of the influence of faith on culture and of culture on faith, with a view to understanding (1) how 

modern culture, formed and informed to an important degree by faith, now challenges faith anew to 

provide answers to questions that have not been asked before, and (2) how faith can challenge culture 

anew, not just by providing solutions but also by posing new questions. The topic of course is very ample 

and complex, and so the study will only provide an introductory reflection. 

1. Introduction: the terms 

Three words go to make up the title of this study, none of which should be taken lightly: culture, faith and 

challenge. 

First of all, culture. We live off culture, it feeds us, it carries us along, it makes communication possible, 

we hand it on to other people, to other generations, through words, gestures and actions. It expresses and 

communicates our identity and that of the people we interact with. It is what we have in common; in fact 

culture is what makes the ‘we’ possible. Culture is inseparably both content and mediation (see Prinz 2016 

Prinz, J. 2016, “Culture and Cognitive Science.” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, edited by E. N. 

Zalta. https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2016/entries/culture-cogsci/ [Google Scholar]). In 1871 the 

anthropologist Edward B. Tylor (1970 Tylor, E.B. 1970. Primitive Culture. Researches into the 

Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Art and Custom. New York: J. Murray. [Google 

Scholar], 1) described it as ‘the complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, custom, 

and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society’. An ample definition, 

doubtless, that includes the whole of reality, all, that is, except nature. Thus Herskovits (1948 Herskovits, 

M.J. 1948. Man and his Works: The Science of Cultural Anthropology. New York: Knopf. [Google 

Scholar], 17) is right in describing culture as ‘the man-made part of the environment’. We might say that 

whereas man encounters nature, he creates culture; culture and not nature is what distinguishes him from 

other living beings. 

Besides, culture refers to man in his entirety. It is not about man on his own but together with others, for 

culture is ‘the total, shared, learned behaviour of a society or subgroup’ (Mead 1953 Mead, M. 1953. “The 

Study of Culture at a Distance.” The Study of Culture at a Distance, edited by, M. Mead and R. Metraux. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press. [Google Scholar], 22). Neither does culture refer to man in his 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23753234.2017.1287281
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2016/entries/culture-cogsci/
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23753234.2017.1287281
http://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?hl=en&publication_year=1970&author=E.B.+Tylor&title=Primitive+Culture.+Researches+into+the+Development+of+Mythology%2C+Philosophy%2C+Religion%2C+Art+and+Custom
http://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?hl=en&publication_year=1970&author=E.B.+Tylor&title=Primitive+Culture.+Researches+into+the+Development+of+Mythology%2C+Philosophy%2C+Religion%2C+Art+and+Custom
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23753234.2017.1287281
http://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?hl=en&publication_year=1948&author=M.J.+Herskovits&title=Man+and+his+Works%3A+The+Science+of+Cultural+Anthropology
http://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?hl=en&publication_year=1948&author=M.J.+Herskovits&title=Man+and+his+Works%3A+The+Science+of+Cultural+Anthropology
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spiritual interiority alone, for ‘culture is a well organised unity divided into two fundamental aspects – a 

body of artefacts and a system of customs’ (Malinowski 1931 Malinowski, B. 1931. “Culture.” 

Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, vol. 4, edited by E.R.A. Seligman, 621–646. New York: 

Macmillan. [Google Scholar], 623). Besides, culture is not fixed at a particular time, for it is ‘an 

historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions 

expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their 

knowledge about and attitudes toward life’ (Geertz 1973 Geertz, C. 1973. Interpretation of Cultures. New 

York: Basic Books. [Google Scholar], 89). 

In a sense, culture is like an already existing text or artefact that stands in need of interpretation. Yet it is 

not merely a reality to be explained, for humans not only receive culture, but actually make it and then 

hand it on to others. As a result we may say that culture consists of ‘rules that are said to be implicit 

because ordinary people cannot tell you what they are’ (D’Andrade 1995 D’Andrade, R.G. 1995. The 

Development of Cognitive Anthropology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.[Crossref], , [Google 

Scholar], 143). But the rules are there, they are present and influential, though limiting and guiding, in 

every aspect of life, even though we are often incapable of recognising and explaining them. Boyd and 

Richerson (2005 Boyd, R and P.J. Richerson. 2005. The Origin and Evolution of Cultures. New York; 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. [Google Scholar], 5) describe culture as ‘information capable of affecting 

individuals’ behaviour, that they acquire from other members of their species through teaching, imitation, 

and other forms of social transmission’. Likewise, Sperber (1996 Sperber, D. 1996. Explaining Culture. 

Oxford: Blackwell. [Google Scholar], 33) defines it as ‘widely distributed, lasting mental and public 

representations inhabiting a given social group’. And for Prinz (2016 Prinz, J. 2016, “Culture and 

Cognitive Science.” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, edited by E. N. Zalta. 

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2016/entries/culture-cogsci/ [Google Scholar], n. 1), culture is 

‘something that is widely shared by members of a social group and shared in virtue of belonging to that 

group’. On a lighter note we can say with T. S. Eliot (1949 Eliot, T. S. 1949. Notes towards the Definition 

of Culture. New York: Harcourt, Brace. [Google Scholar], 100) that culture ‘is simply that which makes 

life worth living’. 

Faith of course is a central concept for Judaism and Christianity (see O’Callaghan 2016 O’Callaghan, P. 

2016. Children of God in the World. An Introduction to Theological Anthropology. Washington D.C.: 

Catholic University of America Press. [Google Scholar], 307-319). In general terms, it denotes trust, belief 

or confidence, whether in reality, in other people, or ultimately, in the divine. The very possibility of there 

being ‘faith’, however, begs the question of the trust-worthiness of the reality or person we believe in. Faith 

in someone or something unworthy of it is by definition misplaced. In other words, the dynamics of faith 

are determined more by its object (the one believed in) than its subject (the one who believes). In the 

context of Christian religion, the entire profile and dynamics of faith is determined by the One we believe 

in, God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, the Lord, Creator of the universe and Saviour of humanity. If God did 

not exist then there is no real place for religious faith. Even ‘faith in man’ would be meaningless. If God 

were different than he is, then ‘faith’, such as it is, would take on a correspondingly different profile. If 

divinities of one kind or another existed but were considered grasping, greedy or envious (as in polytheistic 

religions), then faith would at best be generic, at worst empty. In real terms, humans would relate to the 

divine not through faith, but perhaps through ‘collaboration’ or ‘negotiation’. 

All in all, it can be said that faith is possible and meaningful because God is ‘trustable’. In effect, one of the 

key terms the Bible applies to God is that he is ‘faithful’… and the faith of creatures is possible because in 

the first place God is faithful in his actions and words to the Covenant he established with humans, being at 
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once all-powerful, good and merciful. And in the New Testament the same idea is to be found: God is 

omnipotent Love, and therefore is worthy of unreserved faith. If God was not faithful then faith would 

dwindle, slump and die. In other words, faith is not ‘our’ contribution to a religious life, ‘our’ trusting 

attitude towards ultimate reality… Rather it is the adequate response of humans to a faithful, loving God 

who reveals himself to us, who infuses the light of his life into our hearts. In that sense it makes no sense to 

speak of ‘faiths’ in the plural: there is only one ‘faith’ because there is only one God. There are different 

religions, because God created us as religious beings, “in his image and likeness” (Gn 1:27). But there is 

only one faith, because there is only one God who reveals. In the letter to the Ephesians Paul says that there 

“one Lord, one faith, one baptism” (Ef 4:5). “If faith is not one, it is not faith”, to cite Gregory the Great (In 

Nativ. Domini Sermo, 4, 6). 

Interestingly, the terms ‘faith’ and ‘culture’ in the modern and Christian meanings were absent on the 

whole from the lexicon and world-view of the ancient world. 

The Greeks spoke of faith (pistis) in a religious context, but gave it very little weight, in keeping with the 

nature of the divinities it was directed towards (Silva 2014 Silva, M. ed. 2014. New International 

Dictionary of New Testament Theology and Exegesis. 2nd ed. 5 vols. Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 

2014. [Google Scholar], 3, 760–72, s.v. π´ιστις). Gnostics took it that faith was the destiny of inferior 

human beings, whereas the spiritual ones enjoyed gnosis, that is, pure knowledge that dispensed with faith. 

Fides for the Romans was important in a legal context, but is virtually absent in a religious one (Glare 1968 

Glare, P. G. W. 1968. Oxford Latin Dictionary. Oxford: Clarendon Press. [Google Scholar], 697f., s.v. 

fides). 

Our term ‘culture’ derives from the Latin term cultura, which referred in antiquity to cultivation or tending, 

mainly of the soil. Only in the 16th century was the term applied to the cultivation of the mind and its 

faculties, or of manners and human behaviour. Obviously this was possible because humans were seen to 

be agents of their own existence and, indirectly, of that of others. Modern thought is structured, according 

to Guardini (1940 Guardini, R. 1940. Welt und Person: Versuche zur Christlichen Lehre vom Menschen. 

Würzburg: Werkbund. [Google Scholar], 1–9) around three magnitudes: nature, subject and culture. 

Nature, what we encounter or what is given to us, is transformed by the human subject, and this is what 

produces culture. From the time of the Renaissance onwards, however, the subject is commonly perceived 

as superior to and autonomous with respect to nature. As a result, culture, produced by the subject, is itself 

seen to be superior to nature, ultimately occupying its place. More and more in fact does ethical reflection 

come to refer to nature at a merely material level, but to culture at a formal one, a position that culminates 

in the writings of Kant (Fassò 1966 Fassò, G. 1966. Storia della filosofia del diritto. Bologna: Il 

Mulino. [Google Scholar], 2, 375–90). Humans are meant to transform the world, freely following each 

and every desire and imagination, setting aside the constrictions of nature. Corporal and cosmic nature 

offers them the ‘prime matter’ as it were, but they are the ones to determine the meaning, consistency and 

purpose of things: humans become ‘creators’ of the world. Perforce, ecology becomes an issue. 

In brief, ‘faith’ is meaningful because God is God, culture is possible because humans are not just part of 

nature, but are both free and social. One and the other would have a very different meaning and profile if 

God or man were not as they are. 

Yet both faith and culture involve two inseparable elements: transmission and content. Both are received, 

assimilated and handed on from one generation to the next, faith often transmitted as culture, and culture 

on the basis of ‘faith’. And both have a content, a vision, a doctrine, an intuition, that stands in need of 

interpretation and comprehension. Faith which arises from divine revelation, and culture which springs 
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from the human spirit, invariably interact with one another. In the famous words of John Paul II (1982 

John, Paul II. 1982. Discourse. Jaunuary 16. Città del Vaticano: Libreria Editrice Vaticana. [Google 

Scholar]), ‘the synthesis between culture and faith is not only a demand of culture, but also of faith… A 

faith that does not become culture is a faith that is not fully received, not entirely thought through, not 

faithfully lived’. And elsewhere, he says: ‘culture itself has an intrinsic capacity to receive divine 

Revelation’ (John Paul II 1998 John, Paul II. 1998. Encyclical. Fides et ratio. Città del Vaticano: Libreria 

Editrice Vaticana. [Google Scholar], 71) (See also Brague 2014 Brague, R. 2014. Modérément moderne. 

Paris: Flammarion. [Google Scholar], 195–246). 

The notion of ‘interaction’ brings us to consider the last term, challenge, which literally means to accuse, to 

object, to find fault with, to reprehend, to defy. The roots of the term, through Old French, are to be found 

in the Latin term calumniari, to calumniate, that is not just to accuse or object, but to accuse falsely (Glare 

1968 Glare, P. G. W. 1968. Oxford Latin Dictionary. Oxford: Clarendon Press. [Google Scholar], 261). 

Within our present-day dynamic of culture, progress and change, however, the term is generally considered 

in a highly positive way. People, cultures, lifestyles and religions, we are told, ought to be challenged, not 

just confirmed, they should be made to face up to their potential, to their errors and responsibilities, even to 

their vocation. It should be clear, however, that this semantic shift appears in the context of a new 

anthropology, in which the truth about humans is not fully available or established in the here and now or 

presentness of their lives, but is ahead of them, beckoning them, urging them to improve, to grow, to 

surpass their present achievements. In other words, ‘to challenge’ becomes meaningful and positive on 

account of an anthropology in which culture, change and history play an essential part in our worldview. 

Should things be as they are now, that is simply unchangeable, blocked and bound within an eternal return, 

culture would be no more than nature, and challenging it would constitute a form of sterile or destructive 

defiance. 

Before considering present-day cultural challenges to faith, we need to ask what contributions Biblical faith 

has made to human culture in the first place, that is, how faith has influenced culture. 

2. Some distinctive elements of Biblical ethics and anthropology 

Jonathan Sacks, for many years the UK chief rabbi, gave a memorable inaugural lecture at King’s College, 

London, in 2014 (Sacks 2014 Sacks, J. 2014. King’s College Inaugural Lecture. [Google Scholar]). In it he 

pointed out seven distinctive anthropological affirmations that mark Judeo-Christian faith and tradition, 

clearly present in Scripture, with powerful, world-changing ethical ramifications. All of them have both 

challenged and left their mark on the culture of the societies they were present in. His point of reference is 

principally the Hebrew Scriptures, the Old Testament, but of course the same positions are to be found 

substantially in the New. They are as follows. 

(1) The dignity of every human being, each one of which is ‘made in the image and likeness of God’ (Gen 

1:26f.). The Egyptians applied the notion of ‘image of God’ only of royalty, the Bible to each man and 

woman. In a single move Biblical religion eliminates elitism and establishes equality. Each human being is 

called a ‘person’. This constitutes a powerful ethical and anthropological message. (2) A special emphasis 

on human freedom and choice, and therefore on personal responsibility, conscience and the possibility of 

being punished and rewarded. (3) The sanctity of human life, which should be respected and cared for at 

every stage, again because humans are made in the image of God. Murder is considered illicit: ‘Whoever 

sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for God made man in his own image’ (Gen 9:6). 

Respect for life from beginning to natural end is central to Biblical belief. 
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(4) A culture of righteousness and guilt as distinct from one of honour and shame. The former, linked to 

hearing and accusation, is typical of the Bible and is rooted in the person’s relationship to God. The latter is 

common in societies where people are seen to behave well or badly, thus incurring in honour or shame 

before the community. For the former the act is right or wrong, whereas for the latter the person is good or 

bad. For the former, repentance, rehabilitation and forgiveness are possible. For the latter people are 

exalted or condemned perpetually. Ruth Benedict (1946 Benedict, R. 1946. The Chrysanthemum and the 

Sword. Patterns of Japanese Culture. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. [Google Scholar]) describes North 

American culture as a ‘guilt culture’ and Japanese culture as a ‘shame culture’ (see also Williams 1994 

Williams, B. A. O. 1994. Shame and Necessity. Berkeley (CA); Los Angeles (CA); London: University of 

California Press.  [Google Scholar]). ‘It is an extremely significant point’, Sacks observes, ‘that the 

Hebrew Bible introduced a guilt culture to a world that only knew shame cultures, because guilt cultures 

make a distinction, and shame cultures do not, between the sinner and the sin. What is wrong is the act, not 

the person’. 

(5) The significance of marriage as the fundamental matrix of society (see also O’Callaghan 2015b 

O’Callaghan, P. 2015b. “I tempi dell’amore, della santità e della misericordia. Una riflessione sulle 

strutture di sostegno del matrimonio e della famiglia.” Matrimonio e famiglia. La questione antropologica, 

edited by H. Franceschi, 49–64. Roma: Edusc. [Google Scholar]). There is a close bond in the Bible 

between monotheism and monogamy, between fidelity to one’s spouse and fidelity to God who is faithful. 

God’s blessings are meant to be passed on from one generation to the next through marriage and family. 

Human fertility and happiness depend on the solidity of the institution. It is the fundamental living cell of 

society. (6) The covenantal character of society, rooted in the covenant God established with his people. It 

is lived out in terms of human solidarity, of a common belongingness. And as a result, citizens are seen to 

have collective responsibility for the workings of society; society is a moral and not just a political 

achievement; and the fate of society is dependent on how it treats its most vulnerable members. Lastly, (7) 

all human power, all political authority, is subject to the transcendent authority of the Divine. In practical 

terms this means there are moral limits to the exercise of power, and right is sovereign over might. 

Despotism and totalitarianism are excluded. 

After listing these major ‘contributions’, Sacks commented: ‘Those are the seven features that I think make 

Biblical ethics different from any other ethical system. It is the only ethical system in which love and 

forgiveness are at the heart of the moral life’. 

Yet he adds somewhat ominously: ‘It seems to me that all seven of those beliefs are currently at risk’. The 

first (human dignity) by some strains of evolutionary biology which question the distinctive quality of 

humans in respect of animals. The second (freedom) is threatened by scientific theories that hold human 

life is entirely determined by physical, biological and psychological factors (see also O’Callaghan 2016 

O’Callaghan, P. 2016. Children of God in the World. An Introduction to Theological Anthropology. 

Washington D.C.: Catholic University of America Press. [Google Scholar], 442–71). Third, the holiness of 

life is under threat by a widespread culture of abortion and euthanasia and other forms of maltreatment of 

our fellow human beings. Fourth, a culture of justice and guilt is being replaced in many places by one of 

honour and shame, especially with the frequent phenomenon of trial by public shaming; people’s good 

name is wantonly destroyed in the public media, the only commandment being ‘thou shalt not be found 

out’ (see also Rodríguez-Luño 2015 Rodríguez Luño Á. 2015. La difamación. Madrid: Rialp. [Google 

Scholar]). And once the person has been shamed in public, their relationships are wrecked, their lives come 

to an end. In ‘shame cultures’ suicide is frequent and gradually becomes socially acceptable. Fifth, the 

institution of marriage and family is tottering in many parts of the world. In some places as many as half of 
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children are born out of wedlock, and half of all marriages end in divorce. And all this gives rise to a 

generalised increase in poverty, Sacks observes, particularly among children. Sixth, a sense of solidarity is 

substantially absent in many parts of the world. Society is like a hotel where each one can do what they like 

in the own room as long as they pay (their taxes) and do not disturb their neighbours: the situation of others 

is of no concern to me. In respect of the seventh and last contribution, that all power should be subject to 

the divine, it has become all too easy to move from saying ‘I have a right to do such and such’, to ‘I am 

right to do such and such’. Whatever is not forbidden by civil law is considered to be morally acceptable 

and therefore reasonable. Morality has become fused with the observation of public law. Specifically, 

Sacks warns that we may not be respecting the moral limits of power: ‘If we no longer make a distinction 

between law and morality, if we rely entirely on the market economy, on laws and on regulatory bodies we 

will have the kind of economic malfunctioning that we have today with greater and greater inequalities and 

economic behaviour that should be unacceptable’. 

Of course Christians and Jews would be honest enough to admit that the seven distinctive elements 

deriving from Scripture and described by Sacks, never predominated completely in any country, or culture, 

or period of history. That is to say, faith never challenged culture to a degree that changed culture 

completely, and still less, irreversibly. Believers one and all ignore their deeply rooted sinfulness at their 

peril. Yet faith has left a mark on culture, just as culture(s) have influenced the assimilation of faith. 

Three questions, however, are in order at this stage. First, in what way does a faith-vision come to 

influence culture in the first place? Second, why did believers’ convictions of an anthropological and 

ethical kind ultimately deteriorate instead of consolidate and become permanent? And finally, how can we 

renew society and culture in the light of faith for future generations? The suggestions offered in the 

following pages attempt to clarify these processes. 

3. How culture challenges faith and faith informs culture 

In principle it should be straightforward enough to list the cultural elements in our present world that 

condition or challenge or confront Christian faith in its cultural concreteness, in terms of faith’s doctrinal 

content and transmission. This would allow Christians to focus their explanation of belief and religion in a 

way that would more or less successfully convince their listeners; it should in principle facilitate a more 

efficacious evangelisation. 

However, things are not quite as simple as that. And this for the simple reason that our ‘culture’, Western 

culture, in its many and varied elements, has already been formed, or modulated, or shaped by Christian 

faith. In fact, as we saw in the first part, the very concept of modern ‘culture’ is made possible on the basis 

of a faith-inspired anthropology. In that sense modern ‘culture’ cannot be considered as a neutral 

presupposition before which Christian faith attempts to situate itself. Many elements of the culture that 

marks the modern Western world are the fruit of an intelligent and practical assimilation of Christian 

revelation. This thesis rings dissonantly to the ears of many, of course, although the explanation of Sacks 

just offered points clearly in this direction. The fact is that many would define modern culture in terms of a 

clear disconnect from ancient, Christian and medieval culture. The relationship between faith and culture is 

a complex one, however, also because (according to Christian faith) humans and culture-making processes 

are infected by sin, which grace is meant to heal through faith. Faith and culture therefore do not relate in a 

specular way. In real terms there is no such thing as a ‘pure’ Christian culture, in that sin infects and 

disturbs the process of culture in the making; neither is there such a thing as a pure, disincarnate Christian 

faith which confronts a completely neutral a priori culture. 
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The theologian Rahner (1968 Rahner, K. 1968. Gnade Als Freiheit: Kleine Theologische Beiträge. 

Freiburg: Herder. [Google Scholar], 32f.) had the following interesting observation to make: ‘The 

apparently secularised ethos of our times, which speaks (and, hopefully, not only speaks) of freedom, of the 

dignity of man, of his responsibility, of love of neighbour… is it not all the result of Christianity? It is, 

indeed, a legitimate son, but a son that has escaped from home and wrecks its own patrimony far from his 

father’s home’ (author’s translation). Hence, when we speak of ‘cultural challenges to faith’, a key issue 

arises: can Christianity allow itself be challenged by its own children? Should it not, rather, in the first 

place, clarify its relationship with culture and seek a family reconciliation? 

Let us return for the moment to the affirmation just made, that modern culture (in its anthropological and 

ethical content and transmission) has been shaped to an important degree by Biblical faith, that is by the 

human reception of divine revelation. A genetic narrative is called for in this case, which may be presented 

in eight stages (O’Callaghan 2013 O’Callaghan, P. 2013. “La relación entre modernidad y evangelización” 

Scripta Theologica 45: 41–64. [Google Scholar]). 

1. Christian revelation received by faith has made the discovery of a series of fundamental truths about God 

and man philosophically possible. We have already seen the contributions suggested by Sacks. Among 

these truths, John Paul II’s 1998 John, Paul II. 1998. Encyclical. Fides et ratio. Città del Vaticano: Libreria 

Editrice Vaticana. [Google Scholar] encyclical Fides et ratio (FR) specifically mentions ‘the problem of 

evil and suffering, the personal nature of God and the question of the meaning of life or, more directly, the 

radical metaphysical question, “Why is there something rather than nothing?” ’. The same document speaks 

of our knowledge of sin and evil, ‘a knowledge which is peculiar to faith’. ‘The notion of the person as a 

spiritual being is another of faith’s specific contributions: the Christian proclamation of human dignity, 

equality and freedom has undoubtedly influenced modern philosophical thought’ (FR 76). Besides these, 

several other fundamental truths may usefully be mentioned. 

First, the contribution made by Christian revelation to our appreciation of the close union between the 

material and the spiritual in man, body and soul, created by God and destined to final resurrection. The 

latter provided an elegant solution to the dilemma posed by the perennial dualism-monism issue in 

anthropology: between a dualistic but anti-mundane Platonism neglectful of matter, society and history, 

and a unitary and mundane Aristotelianism uncomfortable with the challenge of accounting for the 

immortality of the individual (O’Callaghan 2016 O’Callaghan, P. 2016. Children of God in the World. An 

Introduction to Theological Anthropology. Washington D.C.: Catholic University of America 

Press. [Google Scholar], 43n41). Second, the value of human subjectivity, developed especially by 

Augustine, Bernard and others, and sifted in the vast melting pot of Christian prayer. Third, the centrality 

and value of human freedom and conscience (O’Callaghan 2016 O’Callaghan, P. 2016. Children of God in 

the World. An Introduction to Theological Anthropology. Washington D.C.: Catholic University of 

America Press. [Google Scholar], 442–71). Fourth, the weight Christian revelation gives to time and 

history (O’Callaghan 2016 O’Callaghan, P. 2016. Children of God in the World. An Introduction to 

Theological Anthropology. Washington D.C.: Catholic University of America Press. [Google Scholar], 

472–94). And last, the special contribution made to philosophy and anthropology by the application of the 

Trinitarian notion of ‘person’ to the individual human being, who is no longer considered as a simple 

exemplar of the human species, but as an irreplaceable, immortal person (O’Callaghan 2016 O’Callaghan, 

P. 2016. Children of God in the World. An Introduction to Theological Anthropology. Washington D.C.: 

Catholic University of America Press. [Google Scholar], 552–77). 
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2. Of course, Christian revelation received in faith does not possess a monopoly over this culture-forming 

process. Jerusalem, Athens and Rome all played a crucial part. Among other authors Philippe Nemo (2004 

Nemo, Philippe. 2004. Qu’est-ce que l’occident? Paris: Puf. [Google Scholar]) has explained that the 

cultural morphogenesis of the West involved five elements which he situates: in Athens, with the invention 

of the city, freedom before the law, science and philosophy; in Rome, with the invention of law, private 

property, the person and humanism; in Judaism and Christianity, whose substantial contribution lies mainly 

in the area of ethics and eschatology, leading to the public presence and acceptance of mercy, benevolence 

and social progress; in the papal revolution of the 11th and 12th centuries (the Gregorian reform) which 

provided a public synthesis of the three: Greek thought, Roman law, Christian faith, and founded the notion 

of ‘Christendom’; lastly, in the advent of liberal democracy, firstly in Holland, England, USA and France, 

and then in other parts of the world. 

As Brague (1992 Brague, R. 1992. “Le fondamenta dell’Europa. Il cristianesimo come forma della cultura 

europea.” In Cristianesimo e cultura in Europa. Memoria, coscienza, progetto, edited by R. Buttiglione, 

25–36. Forlì: CSEO. [Google Scholar]) points out, what is significant in this process is the fact that the 

respective contributions of the different stages were not absorbed but rather assimilated by Christian faith, 

giving rise to the pluralist cultural phenomenon of Christianity. This is what he calls ‘cultural 

secondariness’. The Christian West, he says, is secondary with respect to its living origin which is Sacred 

Scripture, Greek thought and Roman law, because it has not absorbed or eliminated them, but maintained 

with them a living relationship. In that sense Western Christianity (Brague refers especially to Europe) is 

the only civilisation that has stayed perennially dependent on its living origin, the Word of God. The same 

may be said of the relationship between the Old and the New Testaments: just as the New did not absorb or 

eliminate the Old, neither did Christian civilisation eliminate any part of Scripture, but just deepened in its 

interpretation. Second-century Gnostics such as Marcion, however, attempted to substitute, absorb and 

eliminate the Old Testament by means of the New for deeply theological reasons: the God of mercy of the 

New Testament would set aside and obliterate the God of justice of the Old. This position was stalwartly 

opposed by St Irenaeus of Lyons (Adversus Haereses) who for this very reason should be considered, 

Brague suggests, not only a Father of the Church, but also a ‘Father of Europe’. 

3. Still, modern humanism finds its roots in a Christian theological context typical of the early Middle 

Ages. During the XIX century the historian Jacob Burckhardt (1958 Burckhardt, J. 1958. Die Kultur der 

Renaissance in Italien: ein Versuch. Stuttgart: A. Kröner. [Google Scholar]) offered a particularly 

influential work-hypothesis to account for the humanism typical of the modern period, saying that it is 

rooted in the Renaissance period, that is in the late Middle Ages, a period that attempted to integrate 

Christian and pagan values. From the aesthetic and technological standpoint he was right in many ways. 

But as regards more fundamental issues, for example, those which refer to the dignity of the human person 

as an individual, Burckhardt’s hypothesis has been definitely superseded by a wide variety of recent studies 

that situate the discovery of human interiority and individuality well before the Renaissance period, 

towards the beginning of the Middle Ages (or perhaps earlier) and under the direct sway of Christian 

reflection and spirituality (Ullmann 1967 Ullmann, W. 1967. The Individual and Society in the Middle 

Ages. London: Methuen. [Google Scholar]; Southern 1970 Southern, R. W. 1970. “Medieval Humanism.” 

Medieval Humanism and Other Studies, 29–60. New York: Harper & Row. [Google Scholar]; Morris 1972 

Morris, C. 1972. The Discovery of the Individual 1050–1200. London: SPCK. [Google Scholar]; Hanning 

1977 Hanning, R. W. 1977. The Individual in Twelfth-Century Romance. New Haven: Yale University 

Press. [Google Scholar]; Bynum 1980 Bynum, C. W. 1980. “Did the Twelfth Century Discover the 

Individual?” Journal of Ecclesiastical History 31: 1–17.[Crossref], [Web of Science ®], , [Google Scholar]; 

Gurevic 1994 Gurevic, A. J. 1994. La nascita dell’individuo nell’Europa medievale. Bari: Laterza: 
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Roma. [Google Scholar]; Taylor 2007 Taylor, C. 2007. A Secular Age. Cambridge: Belknap Press of 

Harvard University Press. [Google Scholar]). Still, as Hans Urs von Balthasar wrote, ‘the light shed by 

Christianity was necessary not only to illuminate what is meant by ‘person’ in terms of supernatural 

vocation and dignity, but also to show us those elements of pre-Christian individuality that had already 

prepared the way for the meaning of ‘person’” (Von Balthasar 1990 Von Balthasar, H. U. 1990. “Theo-

Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory, vol. 2: The Dramatis Personae.” Man in God. San Francisco: 

Ignatius Press. [Google Scholar], 387). 

4. On the basis of its material fidelity to Christian faith and on its own merits, the modern period should be 

considered, from many points of view, a highly positive phenomenon. The fruits of civilisation and well-

being we presently enjoy may be seen by all, and are at the disposal of many, if not most. Speaking at 

Regensburg in 2006, Pope Benedict XVI (2006 Benedict XVI. 2006. Meeting with the Representatives of 

Science, University of Regensburg, September 12. [Google Scholar]) pointed out that ‘a critique of modern 

reason from within has nothing to do with putting the clock back to the time before the Enlightenment and 

rejecting the insights of the modern age. The positive aspects of modernity are to be acknowledged 

unreservedly: we are all grateful for the marvellous possibilities that it has opened up for mankind and for 

the progress in humanity that has been granted to us’. John Paul II in Fides et ratio 5 had the same thing to 

say: ‘Modern philosophy clearly has the great merit of focusing attention upon man’. And elsewhere he 

observes: ‘even in the philosophical thinking of those who helped drive faith and reason further apart there 

are found at times precious and seminal insights which, if pursued and developed with mind and heart 

rightly tuned, can lead to the discovery of truth’s way. Such insights are found, for instance, in penetrating 

analyses of perception and experience, of the imaginary and the unconscious, of personhood and 

intersubjectivity, of freedom and values, of time and history. The theme of death as well can become for all 

thinkers an incisive appeal to seek within themselves the true meaning of their own life’ (FR 48). 

5. It is frequent among modern philosophers to admit that Christian revelation and theology has contributed 

to the growth and consolidation of modern anthropology, with its affirmation of the value of the individual 

person, of subjectivity, of the body, of freedom, of equality, of autonomy, of history, etc. Many of the same 

authors, however, take it that the full consolidation of these values will depend on a definitive 

emancipation from Christian faith and from the Church, the structure that maintains faith and keeps it in 

existence. To use a terminology familiar to Freud and Lacan, their conviction is that the son will not mature 

until he has superseded his father once and for all, that is, unless he abandons house and home. In different 

ways this thesis is held by Rousseau, Hegel, Kant, Mill and others. The philosopher Jürgen Habermas 

(2005 Habermas, J. 2005. Zwischen Naturalismus und Religion: Philosophische Aufsätze. Frankfurt: 

Suhrkamp. [Google Scholar], 164) observes that Kant ‘on the one hand considers religion [obviously, 

Christian religion] as a source of a morality that satisfies the canons of reason, but on the other hand as a 

dark rock, which philosophy must purge from obscurantism and fanaticism’ (author’s translation). And 

John Stuart Mill (1874 Mill, J.S. 1874. “The Utility of Religion.” Three Essays on Religion, 69–125. 3rd 

ed. London: Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer. [Google Scholar], 97f.) writes: ‘I grant that some of the 

precepts of Christ as exhibited by the Gospels—rising above the Paulism which is the foundation of 

ordinary Christianity—carry some kinds of moral goodness to a greater height than had ever been attained 

before, though much even of what is supposed to be peculiar to them is equaled in the Meditations of 

Marcus Antoninus [the Roman emperor, †180 ad], which we have no ground for believing to have been in 

any way indebted to Christianity. But this benefit, whatever it amounts to, has been gained. Mankind have 

entered into the possession of it. It has become the property of humanity, and cannot now be lost by 

anything short of a return to primeval barbarism’. 
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Likewise Hans Blumenberg in his 1966 work The Legitimacy of the Modern Age admits the influence of 

Christian faith in the development of modern anthropology, but explains that we need to take a further, 

definitive step, that of burying once and for all the Christian doctrine of grace. In effect, man under divine 

grace will never acquire perfect autonomy and freedom, because he will always remain under the dominion 

of God, or of the Church (Blumenberg 1985 Blumenberg, H. 1985. The Legitimacy of the Modern Age. 

Cambridge (MA); London: MIT Press. [Google Scholar]; Pannenberg 1968 Pannenberg, W. 1968. Review 

of Blumenberg 1985 (English translation of 1966 work), in Radius (1968/3), 40ff. [Google Scholar]; 

O’Callaghan 2016 O’Callaghan, P. 2016. Children of God in the World. An Introduction to Theological 

Anthropology. Washington D.C.: Catholic University of America Press. [Google Scholar], 50–51). And 

this must be avoided. Grace and freedom simply do not go together. For man to be fully and finally free, 

faith and grace must go into permanent retirement. 

6. In spite of the above statements, many Christian authors are of the opinion that without the living sap of 

Christian revelation springing from the action of the Holy Spirit of Christ in the world, anthropological 

categories and advancements dearly won over the centuries will eventually decay and die. Among them 

may be found F. Dostoevskij (Ravasi 2005 Ravasi, G., 2005. “Le anime d’Europa. Un saggio sulle radici 

del vecchio continente.” edited by, V. Borelli, 30–34. Italy: East. [Google Scholar]), George Bernanos 

(1970 Bernanos, G. 1970. La France contre les robots. Paris: Plon. [Google Scholar]), Jacques Maritain 

(1930 Maritain, J. 1930. Religion et Culture. 3rd ed. Paris: Desclée de Brouwer. [Google Scholar]), Karl 

Löwith (1967 Löwith, K. 1967. Weltgeschichte und Heilsgeschehen: die theologischen Voraussetzungen 

der Geschichtsphilosophie, 5th ed. Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer. 5th ed. Stuttgart. [Google Scholar]), De 

Lubac (1949 De Lubac H. 1949. The Drama of Atheistic Humanism. London: Sheed & Ward. [Google 

Scholar]), Wolfhart Pannenberg (1968 Pannenberg, W. 1968. Review of Blumenberg 1985 (English 

translation of 1966 work), in Radius (1968/3), 40ff. [Google Scholar]), Marcello Pera and Ratzinger (2005 

Pera, M. and J. Ratzinger. 2005. Senza radici. Europa, relativismo, cristianesimo, islam. 4th ed. Milano: A. 

Mondadori. [Google Scholar], 6), Romano Guardini (1998 Guardini, R. 1998. The End of the Modern 

World. Wilmington, Del.: ISI Books. [Google Scholar]) and T. S. Eliot (1949 Eliot, T. S. 1949. Notes 

towards the Definition of Culture. New York: Harcourt, Brace. [Google Scholar]). All of them are aware of 

what might be called the ‘cultural inertia of ideas’ that are rooted in Christian reflection over the centuries. 

But they also recognise that the admirable monuments Christian and philosophical reflection 

(manifestations of culture) has given rise to cannot remain standing forever without the living, driving, 

purifying, uplifting power of lived Christian faith. 

Guardini in a 1950 essay, significantly entitled The End of the Modern World, said: ‘when man fails to 

ground his personal perfection in divine Revelation, he still retains an awareness of the individual as a 

rounded, dignified and creative human being. He can have no consciousness, however, of the real person 

who is the absolute ground of each man, an absolute ground superior to every psychological or cultural 

advantage or achievement. The knowledge of what it means to be a person is inextricably bound up with 

the faith of Christianity. An affirmation and cultivation of the personal can endure for a time perhaps after 

faith has been extinguished, but gradually they too will be lost’ (Guardini 1998 Guardini, R. 1998. The End 

of the Modern World. Wilmington, Del.: ISI Books. [Google Scholar], 98f.). And in the late 1940s T. S. 

Eliot spoke in a similar way: ‘The dominant force in creating a common culture between peoples each of 

which has its distinct culture, is religion. Please do not, at this point, make a mistake in anticipating my 

meaning. This is not a religious talk, and I am not setting out to convert anybody. I am simply stating a 

fact. I am not so much concerned with the communion of Christian believers today; I am talking about the 

common tradition of Christianity which has made Europe what it is, and about the common cultural 

elements which this common Christianity has brought with it… It is in Christianity that our arts have 
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developed; it is in Christianity that the laws of Europe have—until recently—been rooted. It is against a 

background of Christianity that all our thought has significance. An individual European may not believe 

that the Christian Faith is true, and yet what he says, and makes, and does, will all spring out of his heritage 

of Christian culture and depend upon that culture for its meaning. Only a Christian could have produced a 

Voltaire or a Nietzsche. I do not believe that the culture of Europe could survive the complete 

disappearance of the Christian Faith. And I am convinced of that, not merely because I am a Christian 

myself, but as a student of social biology. If Christianity goes, the whole of our culture goes with it’ (1949, 

126). 

7. However, anthropological truths that Christian faith brings to life are, or pretend to be, universal, natural 

truths, rooted in human nature, that belongs to all persons without exception. They are not ‘truths of faith’ 

in the strict sense of the word, as are the mystery of the Trinity, the Incarnation of the Word, etc. But an 

important question should be asked here: if they are ‘natural’ truths, why can they not be discovered and 

developed by the philosopher simply with the help of human reason? Perhaps faith can give an initial 

impulse, but that should be enough; reason should then take over. In effect, John Paul II recognises that the 

genesis of anthropological convictions is not a simple affair: ‘Revelation clearly proposes certain truths 

which might never have been discovered by reason unaided, although they are not of themselves 

inaccessible to reason’ (FR 76). In that sense we must ask: what permanent or perennial contribution does 

faith make to reason, to culture? 

With John Paul’s Fides and ratio we can say two things. First, that faith purifies reason of a fallen 

humanity. ‘As a theological virtue, faith liberates reason from presumption, the typical temptation of the 

philosopher… The philosopher who learns humility will also find courage to tackle questions which are 

difficult to resolve if the data of Revelation are ignored—for example, the problem of evil and suffering, 

the personal nature of God and the question of the meaning of life or, more directly, the radical 

metaphysical question, “Why is there something rather than nothing?” ’ (FR 76). As Benedict XVI said in 

the Collège des Bernardins in Paris (Benedict XVI, 2008b), ‘the humility of reason is always needed, 

man’s humility, which responds to God’s humility’. And second, faith provides the conviction that man 

himself, and everything that relates to his existence and life, is the fruit of God’s creative action. But if it is 

truly creation, then it is the fruit of a free, divine love, which can only be appreciated fully in the light of 

faith. In any case, it should be clear that the secret of discovering the truth and depth of human existence is 

to be found in the confluence of faith and reason. Briefly put, we may say that faith opens reason out to the 

extraordinary amplitude of reality, indeed to the divine itself; reason in turn is meant to assimilate the 

nutrition faith provides it with. In that sense faith, a ‘pure’ faith that excludes reason, produces nothing 

substantial in human thought, because it is not digested and does not form culture; yet reason and culture 

without faith remain isolated, malnourished, diminished and alone. 

Benedict XVI spoke on repeated occasions of ‘the great rationality’ that is the fruit of faith, and of the need 

to ‘amplify the horizons of reason’ (Benedict XVI 2008a; see O’Callaghan 2011b O’Callaghan, P. 2011b. 

“Il compito della teologia: Porre domande o elaborare risposte?” Theo-loghía. Risorsa della Universitas 

Scientiarum, edited by M. Sodi, 37–55. Roma: Lateran University Press. [Google Scholar], 50f.). In effect, 

humans think – at least they should think – with their whole being and in rapport with others, and not 

merely with an isolated or individual ‘reason’ capable of analysing in computational and mathematical 

terms (O’Callaghan 2011a O’Callaghan, P. 2011a. “L’incontro tra fede e ragione nella ricerca della verità.” 

Fede e ragione: l’incontro e il cammino, edited by G. Maspero and M. Pérez de, 35–59. Laborda. Siena: 

Cantagalli. [Google Scholar], 37-39), or as a separate ‘intellectual faculty’ (Angelini 2009 Angelini, G. 

2009. “Antropologia teologia. La svolta necessaria.” Teologia 34: 322–49. [Google Scholar]). Humans 
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think at the same time as they love. In fact love is what gives wings to reason, challenges it, making it 

resourceful and creative. Following a line of thought that finds its roots in Augustine and Richard of St 

Victor, Hannah Arendt in her famous work (Arendt, 1959 Arendt, H. 1959. The Human Condition. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press. [Google Scholar]) The Human Condition explains that the response 

to the question what is man? is provided by reason, whereas to the question who is man? the response can 

only come from love. Only the one who thinks as they love will be in a position to discover the human 

person in all his or her richness and individuality. Pope Benedict speaks suggestively of ‘a love rich in 

intelligence, and an intelligence full of love’ (Benedict XVI 2009, 30). Pure intellect, should it exist, is 

abstractive, generalising, conceptualising… it is simply incapable of reaching the individual. This 

incapacity is of minor importance when only material objects are involved, because each one of them is no 

more than a simple exemplar of the species. They can be considered in simply quantitative terms, what 

René Guénon (2001 Guénon, R. 2001. The Reign of Quantity and the Signs of the Times. Hillsdale, New 

York: Sophia Perrenis. [Google Scholar]) denounced as the ‘reign of quantity’. Things change entirely 

when we attempt to know (and to love) the exemplar of the human species, that is the person, ineffable and 

irreplaceable in his or her individuality and openness to other persons. This is the greatest paradox of 

Christian anthropology: the person can only be discovered in love and by love, only in relation to the 

individual who relates to the Creator and to all other humans and creatures. And faith is what opens up to 

us this vast range of real relationships, both visible and invisible (Benedict XVI 2012b; O’Callaghan 2016 

O’Callaghan, P. 2016. Children of God in the World. An Introduction to Theological Anthropology. 

Washington D.C.: Catholic University of America Press. [Google Scholar], 552-577). Without faith, reason 

would just not take off, would never realize its full potential. 

The issue is an important one: truth about man and his dignity is a deeply rational truth, but it involves a 

rationality that is not simply at our disposition, a shared rationality, because it comes to us from another, 

from beyond, from other things, and in ultimate terms from the Creator of the universe, supreme 

Rationality, the Verbum spirans Amorem, ‘the Word that breathes Love’, as Aquinas (S.Th. I, 43, 3) says 

repeating Augustine (De Trin. 9, 10) (see O’Callaghan 2008 O’Callaghan, P. 2008. “Verbum Patris spirans 

Amorem. Sviluppi e questioni dell’incontro tra fede e ragione.” PATH 7: 69–86. [Google Scholar]). 

8. And now to the final stage. What modernity has lost is not so much cognition but recognition, not so 

much knowledge but acknowledgement, not so much conquest but thanksgiving. Modern philosophy to a 

greater or lesser degree has retained and developed a rich and ample view of humanity and the cosmos, 

emphasising the value of the individual, of human subjectivity, of freedom, equality, autonomy, history, 

and all that derives from these: human rights, democracy, social freedoms, etc. In that sense modernity is 

Christian and Christianity is distinctly modern. Perhaps it would be more precise to say that the Christian is 

modern materially but not formally, in that he focuses his anthropological convictions differently from one 

who does not take religion into account. He gladly recognises the living source of his wisdom, while the 

moderns are less willing to do so. He thanks as he thinks. We might say that whereas Christians understand 

their situation in terms of gift (see Barclay 2015 Barclay, J. M. G. 2015. Paul and the Gift. Grand Rapids: 

W. B. Eerdmans. [Google Scholar]), moderns and post-Christians consider it rather as conquest. 

It is indeed a question of recognition. Charles Taylor in his work A Secular Age (2007) on secularity and 

secularisation, has reached the conclusion that modernity suffers substantially from what he calls an 

‘eclipse of cult’, because in reasoning things out humans have stopped recognising God as the source of all 

good and intelligibility (see O’Callaghan 2009 O’Callaghan, P. 2009, “The Eclipse of Worship. 

Theological Reflections on Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age.” Euntes Docete 62/2: 89–123. [Google 

Scholar]). Thus they have stopped thanking God, they no longer recognise the world the live in as a gift, 
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they no longer live ‘eucharistic’ lives. Speaking of Vatican II’s decree on liturgy, Sacrosanctum Concilium 

(Vatican Council 1964 Ullmann, W. 1967. The Individual and Society in the Middle Ages. London: 

Methuen. [Google Scholar]), shortly before its fiftieth anniversary, Benedict XVI (2012a) said: ‘by starting 

with the theme of the “liturgy”, the Council shed very clear light on the primacy of God and his 

indisputable priority. God in the very first place… Wherever the gaze on God is not conclusive, everything 

else loses its orientation’. 

Ignatius of Loyola (1955 Ignatius of Loyola. 1955. The Letters of St. Ignatius of Loyola, translated by W. 

J. Young, Chicago: Loyola University Press. [Google Scholar], 55) said that ‘ingratitude is the most 

abominable of sins’. Shakespeare in Twelfth Night (3:4): ‘I hate ingratitude more in a man than lying, 

vainness, babbling drunkenness, or any taint of vice whose strong corruption inhabits our frail blood’ And 

for Kant, ‘ingratitude is the essence of vileness’. Perhaps De la Rochefoucauld (1949, 226) got it best when 

he said that ‘too great a hurry to discharge an obligation is a kind of ingratitude’ (author’s translation). As 

Christians we are meant to spend eternity, like the angels, thanking God for his being and his gifts (see 

Leithart 2014 Leithart, Peter J. 2014. Gratitude: An Intellectual History. Waco, Texas: Baylor University 

Press. [Google Scholar]). So it is not an indifferent issue. 

Perhaps we may say that a secularised view of things has become common either because we deny that 

creatures find their origin in God, or because we see no need to give them back to God, their origin, their 

giver, their Saviour and their end. Johann Auer (1972 Auer, J. 1972. Das Evangelium der Gnade. Die neue 

Heilsordnung durch die Gnade Christi in seiner Kirche. Regensburg: Friedrich Pustet. [Google Scholar], 

152–55) finds the roots of this movement in the late Middle Ages. He says that love for the world as 

developed by nominalist authors ‘leads to a secularised image of the world, in which the loving God of 

Francis is no longer apparent, but rather the capricious God of nominalism. The Dominican-Thomistic 

affirmation of the world can become a secularised view of the world when in its philosophical 

underpinnings the Neo-Platonic element of “return” is wiped out’ (author’s translation). 

For this reason a dialogue between equals – modern culture on the one hand, Christian faith on the other – 

just cannot work. Before the dialogue can take place, a kind of family reconciliation is needed, one that 

recognises two things. First, that Christian faith has in the past impulsed, enriched and catalysed human 

thought processes, and is still in a position to do so. On account of this, ‘new evangelisation’ should be in a 

position to give life to an ample and rigorous philosophical reflection capable of recognising and receiving 

the impulse and light of Christian faith. And second, faith needs to rummage generously and creatively in 

the vast storehouse of human thought, wisdom and culture for elements and instruments most useful to 

carrying out its essential mission of touching the mind and heart of all humans in God’s name. The 

theologian Eugen Biser (1987 Biser, E. 1987. Die Glaubensgeschichtliche Wende: eine theologische 

Positionsbestimmung. (2nd ed.). Graz: Styria.  [Google Scholar], 55 & 172) rightly speaks of the need to 

rediscover what he calls the ‘historical-cultural self-actualising of Jesus Christ… in the midst of the 

contents of the supporting structures of society that are hidden underground on account of secularisation. 

The best name for this complex reality is “structural Christianity’” (author’s translation). 
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Chapter 4 :Principles of Prayer 

Prayer is a universal phenomenon amongst mankind. Men and women have always prayed everywhere. It 

is a natural consequence of believing in God. Humanity, by nature, believes in the existence of deity, that 

is, in a super-human, powerful, eternal being or beings with whom we are related and on whom, in some 

way, we depend. It is a concept congruous with our knowledge of ourselves and of the world. And so 

prayer is a natural activity. It springs out of our sense of need and of God’s relationship to us and his ability 

to help. 

However, if prayer is to be acceptable to the One to whom we direct it, it must be in accordance with the 

mind and character of God. That is to say, our prayers to God must be in accordance with his revealed will, 

both in how we approach him and what we ask for. Man-made methods of prayer will not honour God, nor 

will they be answered, for to answer a prayer that is wrong is simply to confirm the error on which it is 

based. 

God is truth and we must approach God in truth if we are to relate to him through our prayers. So we must 

approach him in the way his Word teaches us to. True prayer, when prayed within God’s character and 

according to his will, honours God; but erroneous prayer simply distorts his character. True prayer is a 

form of worship of God, for true prayer is based on faith and expresses our belief as to what God’s 

character is. 

In the Bible we find many exhortations and promises about prayer. God hears prayer and loves to answer 

prayer. If we pray in accordance with his mind we will be related to him and we will receive answers. 

Prayer is difficult; it is difficult to persevere in prayer; it is difficult to know how we ought to pray. We 

may sum up how to pray under seven heads, and for the sake of aid to memory they may be put in 

alliterative form—relationship, recognition, request, repetition, resignation, rejoicing and realisation. 

The first act in prayer is to establish relationship 

Jesus told us that, when we pray, we should address God as Father. This is how he himself prayed. To 

address God as Father is to bring ourselves into a very personal relationship with God, who dwells in our 

hearts through his Spirit. We speak to him personally as a child to his father, who is responsible for and 

cares for his children, and so we approach him in love, knowing that he loves us. 

True prayer is based on this intimate and close relationship. Straight away we will see that some forms of 

pseudo prayer are immediately excluded, such as transcendental meditation which is mindless repetition of 

words. It is not prayer at all because prayer is relationship and Christian prayer is relationship to God as 

Father. Nor is prayer which is addressed to the saints or to the blessed virgin Mary Christian prayer, 

because we are not related to the saints nor to the virgin Mary, but we are related to our heavenly Father 

through the Spirit. We do not have the spirit of the saints, or of the virgin Mary, but we do have the Spirit 

of the Father given to us in our heart and it is through this eternal Spirit that we offer our prayers. 

Relationship is the first principle of prayer. 

The second is recognition of the One to whom we pray 

God is a great God; he is the high and lofty One who inhabits eternity, yet he invites us to come before him 

with our prayers. In the prayers of the Bible, the most frequent form of recognition of God is the 

recognition of his power in creation. When the early Christians approached God in prayer (Acts 4:24) they 

began, “O Lord, you who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and all that in them is”. They 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%204.24
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recognized the sovereign power of God. God the Creator was the One to whom they were bringing their 

petitions. 

Similarly in the Old Testament, when David prayed to God at the dedication of the gifts for the temple (1 

Chron 29:10-11), he addressed God as “yours, Lord, is the greatness and the power and the glory and the 

victory and the majesty, for all that is in the heaven and the earth is yours, yours is the kingdom, Lord, and 

you are exalted as head above all”. In the prayer at the reading of the law, in Nehemiah 9:5-6, God is 

addressed “you are the Lord, even you alone, you have made heaven, the heaven of heavens with all their 

host, the earth and all things that are thereon, the seas and all that is in them, and you preserve them all”. 

The God to whom we come in prayer is a great God, the Creator God, the sovereign God over all things. 

Our prayers must recognize to whom it is we pray. Our Lord himself set the example in this. In Matthew 11 

he began his prayer, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth”. In this opening phrase he established 

the relationship—“Father”—and he recognized and adored God’s power in the phrase “Lord of heaven and 

earth”. 

Adoration and praise is an essential part of our prayer and it arises naturally as we reflect on the greatness 

of the One who invites us to come into his presence with our prayers. When our Lord spent the night in 

Gethsemane agonising in prayer he addressed God as “Father” and he recognized God’s character by that 

wonderful, short, very telling phrase, “nothing is too hard for you”. This prayer is recorded in Mark 14:36 

where we read “and he said, Abba, Father, all things are possible to you, remove this cup from me. 

However, not what I will but what you will”. 

‘Abba’, the Aramaic word for ‘my father’, was the word that Jesus learned in his own home as a child. It 

was how he addressed his parents, and it is also how he addressed God. We have, in this wonderful phrase 

‘Abba, Father’, a double underlining of the fact that we are related to God to whom we bring our prayers, 

as a child related to a loving father. Then our Lord went on to recognize the power of the One to whom he 

brought his petition, “all things are possible to you”, said our Lord. He was bringing this petition, which he 

felt so deeply, to the One who was able to hear and to answer, if that were his wise will. 

Another form of opening recognition found in the Scripture is that God is the covenant God. He keeps his 

promises (e.g. Dan 9:4 and II Chron 6:14). In the Lord’s Prayer we have a very short phrase recognizing 

God’s character—“Father in heaven”. In these three words we acknowledge our relationship with the One 

to whom we pray and we recognize his status. He is our Father in heaven, the heavenly, supreme God. It 

will be seen that mysticism and so-called wordless prayer is not prayer at all, for in this form of mental 

activity there is no relationship acknowledged, nor is there recognition as to the character of the One to 

whom we bring our prayers. 

There is a third principle which controls the character of true 

prayer and this is request 

Prayer means request and consists of requests. In the Lord’s Prayer, which Jesus gave his disciples as a 

pattern as to how to pray, after the opening statement of relationship and recognition the prayer consists 

entirely of requests—seven in all. “Hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done” are 

the opening three requests. They are concerned with God’s affairs and are followed by four requests with 

regard to ourselves; “give us”, “forgive us”, “lead us”, “deliver us”. Then the prayer ends. 

Prayer consists of requests. We are constantly invited to bring our petitions to God. “Let your requests be 

made known to God”, said St Paul, and James said “You have not because you ask not”. But, of course, our 

requests must be in accordance with the character of God if they are to honour God, if they are to be part of 

true worship and if they are to receive an answer in the way that we would wish. What we ask for is an 

indication of what we value. 
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The Lord’s Prayer begins asking that God’s name may be hallowed. Is this the sort of prayer that comes 

naturally to our lips when we have the opportunity of asking for something which we want? The Lord’s 

Prayer goes on to ask that God’s kingdom might be inaugurated and that his will might be done. If we are 

so taken up with the things of this world that we bypass God and his kingdom, our prayers will show that 

we have not got our priorities right. After all, there is nothing more desirable than that men and women 

everywhere should acknowledge God as he really is, that is, should hallow his name. What a change it 

would make to our world! This should be the first prayer on our lips, for it should be the constant longing 

of our heart. So, too, when God’s kingdom comes and his judgement vindicates the righteous, what a 

glorious prospect that will be. And when all men do his will, heaven will have come to earth. These are 

God’s purposes and will be fulfilled. We should identify with them; they should be uppermost in our mind 

and should spring readily to our lips in prayer. 

Then the Lord’s Prayer turns to our own needs, our daily sustenance and the need of forgiveness. 

Confession of sins and prayer for forgiveness will always be a true part of Christian prayer. Confession and 

seeking forgiveness, along with praise and adoration (with which we begin our prayer), is part of that 

recognition of God and his character by which we honour God in prayer. Requests also honour God for 

they are the exercise of faith toward his loving promises. Voiceless prayer is not Christian prayer because it 

has no place for requests, of which Christian prayer (as taught by our Lord) consists. 

The fourth element in prayer is repetition 

Jesus emphasised that we should persevere in prayer. Our prayers should spring from our deepest longings 

and desires, and we should not hesitate to bring these constantly before God in prayer. In Luke 18, Jesus 

said “Men ought always to pray and not to give up” and he told the story of the unjust judge who could not 

care less about providing justice for a poor widow who, nevertheless, succeeded in obtaining justice simply 

by constantly asking the judge to give her the justice she was asking for. So our Lord said we should 

importune God with similar perseverance, not that God is a reluctant judge, nevertheless the example of 

even the unjust judge giving in at last to the constant prayer of his petitioner was a lesson to Christians to 

persevere in prayer. 

So, persevering in prayer is an essential characteristic of prayer. It shows, not only that we really desire 

what we are asking for, but that we also believe that God will answer. Our Lord himself gave us an 

example. He was greatly grieved in soul, as he told his disciples, on the eve of the crucifixion and he 

prayed in Gethsemane with perseverance and intensity. Three times he prayed saying the same words, 

because those words were simple, direct and carried the meaning of what he wanted; “Father, if it is 

possible may this cup pass from me”. Three times he prayed that prayer. He did not, of course, receive the 

answer that he had hoped for, but he received the answer that it was God’s will that he should drink the 

cup. He drank it with full faith and he received the strength to drink it to God’s honour and to our salvation. 

His prayer was answered in line with his real need. 

The Apostle Paul is another example of persevering in prayer. He was troubled by what he called a “thorn 

in the flesh”, a messenger from Satan; something, presumably, not only unpleasant but a hindrance to his 

ministry. He prayed three times that it might be taken away—not once, not twice but three times. In the end 

he received the answer that it was better for him and for his ministry if the thorn stayed and so he gladly 

received that answer and glorified God through the very thing which he had hoped might be removed. 

We are to persevere in prayer; repetition is one of the characteristics of true Christian prayer—not mindless 

repetition but repetition because the prayer springs from the bottom of our heart, reflecting our deepest 

longing and offered to the God who sympathizes with us in all our needs and trials and situations. We 

should persevere in prayer, repeat our prayers until God gives us the answer and makes clear to us what his 

mind is in the matter. Then we gladly accept that. 
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This brings me to the fifth principle of prayer—resignation 

When we pray we should pray with the attitude of gladly accepting God’s will in every situation, whatever 

that will may be. It is through perseverance in prayer that we learn what God’s will is. Our resignation is 

not a resignation to a blind unthinking fate, to blind impersonal forces which take no interest in us or in our 

situation. Rather, it is the glad acceptance of the will of the heavenly Father with whom we are related. 

Thus Jesus, in his prayer at Gethsemane, said “Father, may this cup pass form me, yet not my will but 

yours be done” and when, at the end of that session of prayer, it was plain to him that the Father’s will was 

that he should drink that cup, he said to his disciples, “Shall I not drink the cup which my Father has given 

me”. 

Our resignation is the acceptance of the perfect will of One whom we love and trust and know. Indeed, it is 

the will of One whose will we know to be perfect and whose will we wish to be accomplished on earth as 

in heaven; because if that will is done then all things will be well. Our Lord, after he had experienced the 

rebuffs of the Galilean communities, rested in God’s will. He said, “I thank you Father, Lord of heaven and 

earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and prudent and have revealed them to babes; 

yes, Father, for it was well pleasing in your sight”. We, too, are to have the same confident trust and 

acceptance of God’s perfect will, even when our prayers and our hopes are not fulfilled in the way we had 

at first desired. 

The sixth principle of true Christian prayer is rejoicing in the will 

of God 

We are to pray with thanksgiving. “In all things making our requests to God with thanksgiving”, said St 

Paul. So, too, Jesus prayed with thanksgiving. Thanksgiving is an essential characteristic of recognition of 

the true God, for God is a very gracious God in creation and particularly in redemption, and our hearts 

should be always filled with thanksgiving. 

He fills our life with joy and gladness and we should recognize the source from which this comes. As we 

enjoy the good things of life we should be thankful to God who gave them and, even when we are in 

adverse circumstances, we should be rejoicing in our sufferings while we pray that those sufferings may be 

alleviated and pass away. Jesus himself taught us to pray that we should not enter into temptation (i.e. 

testing) but pray to be delivered; yet always rejoicing in what God has allowed to take place. Not that we 

appreciate or enjoy the suffering, but we rejoice in God in the midst of our suffering, knowing that it is our 

heavenly Father’s will for us. He who controls all things, invites us to bring our requests to him that he 

might answer them according to what is wise and good so that we, accepting his gifts and his answers, may 

rejoice in him with thanksgiving for all his goodness. 

The greatest of all his goodness in the present life is the privilege of standing in his presence through his 

Spirit and offering to him our petitions in prayer. It is his love in providing us salvation in Jesus Christ that 

enables us to do this and so all our prayers are offered in the name of Christ through the salvation which he 

has brought us. 

This is the last principle of prayer— 

—the realisation or acknowledgement of the only ground on which we can offer prayer to “the high and 

lofty One who inhabits eternity, whose name is holy”. It is only through Christ’s righteousness that we 

stand in God’s presence. It is only in Christ that we have been adopted by our heavenly Father as his sons 

and daughters into his family. If our prayers are to be offered in the area of truth, they must be offered in 

the realisation and acknowledgement that it is only through our Lord Jesus Christ that we have access to 

the heavenly throne of grace. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

The primary challenge modern culture offers Christian faith is that the former is itself the fruit of a 

historico-cultural process deeply influenced by Christian faith. In many ways modern culture is an 

elevated, sophisticated one, containing a great variety of precious anthropological insights and strengths, 

with a surprising adaptability and openness to absorb, to clarify and to unite. However in the present 

moment it comes across, in many cases, as a ‘culture without faith’, a culture wilfully disconnected from 

the faith that gave life to it in the first place, and thus, ultimately, a fragile culture. This has led many of 

those influenced by modern culture to a generalized loss of faith and to a pathology of individualism and 

ingratitude, as they attempt to live in isolation from their fellows, unprepared to recognise the world they 

live in and the privileges they enjoy as gifts they should be profoundly grateful for. This suggests the need 

to widen the scope of human rationality in two directions: with others and towards others; other humans 

and ultimately God, the source of all goodness and truth (see MacIntyre 2009 MacIntyre, A. 2009. God, 

Philosophy, Universities: a Selective History of the Catholic Philosophical Tradition. Lanham, MD: 

Rowman and Littlefield. [Google Scholar]; O’Callaghan 2015a). A greater awareness of the place a living 

faith should occupy within the dynamics of culture brings us to perceive that the riches we possess and the 

beauty we enjoy are the result of God’s gift received through the mediation of other people. 
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