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Introduction

Good afternoon! It is good to be here at Lincoln University to share ideas andsdis
philosophy with you all.I am thankful to Bruce Ballard for inviting me here, and | am also
thankful to Dr. Jeffrey Freelin for taking the time to read my work and givieeaback. | also
look forward to the interaction we will have together in this room during the questi@anawer
period.

The subject of my paper is the rationality of belief in God, and | aim to both expthin a
defend an approach to this topic, an approach that is sometimes efamiteskd epistemol ogy;
this approach defends the rationality of belief in God apart from its being basey angament
or evidence. In this paper, | will defend two claims:

RE1: Belief in Goctan be rational even if it's not based on any argument or evidence.

RE2: There is no good argument that many people’s belief in Gt niational apart from

their having a reason to not believe that God exists.

My paper will be split into two parts. In Part |, | defend RE1 and RE2. Second priefly
present an objection to RE2 that has to do with clairvoyance, present my response to that
objection, and end with some notes about the role that | think evidence can play for the
rationality of theistic belief.

Part |
Cases
| will start with a little bit of autobiography. When | was in eighth gradeas at a little summer

church retreat. During one of the evening services, as the preacher préatdréet] to feel a
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pull from something, from someone. Inside of me, | had this sense that God wanted me to
follow him with my life. | think that's one afeligious experiencthe first imes | can say that |
had something like a
Consider the story of C.S. Lewis:
You must picture me alone in that room in Magdalen, night after night, feeling, whengve
mind lifted even for a second from my work, the steady, unrelenting approach of Him whom
| so earnestly desired not to meet. That which | greatly feared had at l&stipomme. In
the Trinity Term of 1929 | gave in, and admitted that God was God, and knelt and prayed:
perhaps, that night, the most dejected and reluctant convert in all England.
Or consider Alvin Plantinga:
There has been only one other occasion on which | felt the presence of God with as much
immediacy and strength. That was when | once foolishly went hiking alomeibffi really
rugged country south of Mt. Shuksan in the North Cascades, getting lost when rain, snow and
fog obscured all the peaks and landmarks. That night, while shivering under a stanted tre
in a cold mixture of rain and snow, | felt as close to God as | ever have, before orlsince
wasn’t clear aso his intentions for me, and | wasn’t sure | approved of what | thought his
intentions might be... but | felt very close to him; his presence was enormoysipleal
(52)
These are instances where people repsahse of the divine, a sense that God ialting
them or helping them or is simply with them. Reportexpériences of God are not uncommon.
In his defense of the view that religious experience can be evidence for Gistbsrehe book
Perceiving God, William Alston presents and analyzesuanier of different religious

experiences, citing a study that 75% of Christians take themselves to haveehgmus
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experience at some point in their lives. And in these circumstances, people fisdlttesmvith
the deep conviction and belief that d>exists.

Proper Basicality
This is all good, but what should we say aboutr#tienality or reasonability of these beliefs?
Should we shake them off as we would do when any other stray hunch or idea comes into our
mind? After all, these beliefs are rased on solid scientific reasoning or careful philosophical
argument. And if we have no good argument for the truth of these beliefs, then should we not
reject them?

Let us look at these questions more carefully. One might say the following:

i) If a belid is not based on a good argument (scientific or philosophical), then it is

irrational and should be rejected.

i) Belief in God in the above cases is not based on good argument (scientific or

philosophical).

iii) Therefore, belief in God in the above casag&ional and should be rejected.

This argument has one good thing about it; it has what logiciangatdlty, meaning that if
the premises are true, then the conclusion must be true. The question, then, is whether the
premises are true. | will notspute premise ii; I do not think that belief in God, in the above
cases, is formed on the basis of any argument, either scientific or philosophlee. pgentise |
will question is premise i. What should we say about it?

| have two criticisms of it. [st, if (i) is true, then one can have a rational belief only if the
belief is held on the basis of an argument. But, clearly, one must believe the praintise
argumentationally if the conclusion is to be believed rationally. By (i), a premisébean

believed rationally only ift is based on a further argument. But how can we rationally believe
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the premises ahat argument? Well, we’'d need further arguments for them. We obviously
cannot do this forever. It seems that there must be some thaigge can rationally believe,
even if we do not believe them on the basis of a further argument. Following Alvin Plantinga
call abasic belief any belief that is not held on the basis of other beliefs, praperly basic

belief any belief that is lth basic and rational. It seems that some beliefs must be properly
basic.

Moreover, it seems that there are obvious candidates for such beliefs. Take flikaiélie
exist; each of you believe this for yourselves. Yet, you do not believe this badisef any
argument. Here’'s another example: when each of you walked into this room, yoad#iay
there were chairs in the room. You did nedison to this conclusion; you just believed it. Or
consider the fact that you all probably believe thatgerson sitting nearest to you has a mind:
thoughts, feelings and so forth. Again, you did not believe this on the basis of a scientific
argument; you just found yourself with this rational belief. Many beliefpearperly basic;
hence, we should colugle that premise 1 is false.

And here is where Plantinga asked the startling question: “Why caréf belsod be
properly basic?” Perhaps the beliefs in the above cases | mentioned are gragerlyAnd
given the failure of the above argument, REAnse plausible to me:

RE1: Belief in Godctan be rational even if it's not based on any argument or evidence.
Nothing in principle rules out belief in God from being rational even if it is not based on
argument or evidence.

Rationality
So, beliefs, including the belief in Goghn be rational even if they are not based on an

argument. Buéaretheistic beliefs rational? Are they, in some cases, properly basic? ®ure, w
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have seen that a belief’s not being based on an argument does not automaticallyabem i
irrational, but there are many basic beliefs that are irrational.
Consider the following cases of irrational belief:

A man suddenly finds himself believing that the speaker at the conferencdtbadig

is in fact a mass murderer. He just has thiuition that this is true. He has no solid

evidence for this claim; his belief is in fact produced in him by his schizophrenia.

An Elvis-lover suddenly finds herself with the strong sense and conviction thatElvis i

still alive. She deeply adoresvid and longs to see him again. Unfortunately, she has no

solid evidence for this claim; her belief is in fact produced in her by alsfdfise
mechanism that is aimed at protecting her from the pain of never seeing Elvis again

There are basic beliefsthe beliefs thal exist, there are chairs around me, other people
have minds, thoughts, and feelings — that seem proper and rational to hold, and there are other
basic beliefs-the belief thathe speaker isa mass murderer andElvisis alive —that seen
improper and irrational. Which category do theistic beliefs belong to?

To answer this, it would be helpful to have a theory of rationality. In 1993, Alvin
Plantinga defended hpoper function theory of rationality. It contains two key conditions, a
proper function condition and druth-aim condition. Plantinga thinks,

A belief is rational only if it is produced by cognitive mechanisms that 1) arerprope

functioning and 2) are truthimed?

The belief thathat man isa mass murderer is not produced by properly functioning
cognitive mechanisms but by disordered ones, those that have been marred by samzophre

The Elvislover’s beliefmight be produced by a properly functioning defense mechanism, but it

* Two brief notes: first, Plantinga is actually concerned about warrahgemond, he thinks more conditions than
the two | just mentioned are necessary for warrant. For this undeageguresetation, |1 can overlook these two
points.
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would be a mechanism aimed at giving belief that contributes to her relief from pain, not a

belief that is true. In contrast, my belief thiadre are chairsin thisroomis produced by

properly functioning, trutlaimed perceptual mechanisms. My eyes, occipital lobes, and the
various cognitive mechanisms in my brain, which are responsible for my elidigreisa

chair, are all formed by faculties designed to give me accurate beliefs about the Rianrdinga
defended his proper function theory in 1993 and in this 1996 voM&reant in Contemporary
Epistemology, where he defends or responds to comments and objections from twelve prominent
contemporary epistemologists.

How does this apply to belief in God in the above scenarios? Is belief in God produced by
properly functioning, truth-aimed cognitive mechanisms? In 2000, Plantinga publisioedkis
Warranted Christian Belief where he defends the following two claims:

1) If God exists, then belief in God is probably rational.

2) If God does not exist, then the belief in God is probablyatatnal.

In defense of (2), suppose God does not exist. Then we should think of the faculties producing
those theistic beliefs as purely the result of some naturalistic, evolutiamagsp. The aim of

the faculties producing theistic belief might be aimed merely at producing libhb¢fsill help

us cope with life and get through the day; they would not be aimed at producing trise (&ie
such beliefs would not be rational; they'd be like the woman’s belieEthitis alive.

In defense of (1)suppose God does exist. If so, then God is the ultimate designer and
creator of human beings. God could have done this in a number of ways; he might have used
evolutionary processes or some other processes; the pointiisGloat exists, then it seem
unlikely that the theistic beliefs that are so prominent among human beings would nbééave

part of God’s design plan.
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What follows from this? Let us return to one of the main theses | wish to defend:

REZ2: There is no good argument that many people’s belief in Gt rigtional apart from

their having a reason to not believe that God exists.

Some would like to say that belief in God is just a result of wishful thinking or a spafdrel
evolution or so on. Many prominent atheists make this charge. But we can now sé®that al
these claims hinge on the assumption that God does not exist. Fordo&akist, then God is
probably the ultimate designer and source of these cognitive faculties. Ifrsbette in God is
rational. So, | thinkhat we have good reason to accept RE2.

| will end Part 1l by dealing with an objection. Some have said that reformedraplsgy
makes theists closminded to objections to theism. But note the importance of the clause, “apart
from their having a reas to not believe that God exists”. In other words, the theist cannot
rationally believe that God exists if she has what epistemologistsdehilader for her theistic
belief. Suppose a theist is confronted with the problem of evil; she finds henseliith a
reason to not believe in God. If she thereby gains a defeater for her belaf,ithén she also
gains reason to think that the antecedent of (2) is met. This in turn gives her rehsdattat
belief in God is irrational. This is whyfiemed epistemologists like Plantinga and Alston have
spent so much time responding to the problem of evil. My point here is simply to note that
embracing reformed epistemology does not make one closed off to objections to theism.
Negative evidence, imé form of defeaters, should be and are taken very seriously by reformed
epistemologists.

Part Il

Argument Against RE2
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| now present an argument against RE2. First, consider the following famous exgmpl
Laurence BonJour:
Norman, under conditions which usually obtain, is a completely reliable clairvoyant...
He possesses no evidence or reasons of any kind for or against the thesis that he
possesses it. One day Norman comes to believe that the President is in Newtyrork Ci
though he has no evidence either for or against this belief. In fact, the belief attue
results from his clairvoyant power under circumstances in which it is conypleli@ble.
Consider things from Norman’s perspective. Since he has no idea that his betref that
president isin New York is formed by a reliable clairvoyant faculty, its formation should seem to
him as random and owt-the-blue as the suddenly formed belief thatar just went nova a
million miles away or thatthere are an even number of ducks. It seems thaguch beliefs,
including the one formed by Norman'’s reliable clairvoyance, are irratidhathermore,
BonJour specifically intends for his case to be one where Norman has no defdaitebébef
that the president is in New York.
We can use BonJour's example but substitute Plantinga’s conditions:
Adult Theism: Sally is an adult whom God has designed wishnsus divinitatus, a
faculty designed to form beliefs about God. One day, her faculty activate sgaeadstr
the formation of the belief th#ttere is a God who loves me, though she has no evidence
for or against this belief.
Sally’s belief was formed by properly functioning, tratimed faculties; she thereby
meets Plantinga’s conditions for rationality. And here is a potential problefidiotinga. In
the same way that Norman'’s belief is irrational, Sally’s belief also seemsnaiatibhe

formation of the belief thahereis a God who loves me should seem as random and out-of-the-
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blue as Norman'’s belief that the president is in New York. This gives us reasarktthti
Plantinga’s theory of rationality is false and that more is requirecfimnal theistic belief. |
will formulate the argument as follows:

1) Norman'’s situation is analogous in all relevant ways to Sally’s situation.

2) Norman'’s belief is irrational.

3) If (1) and (2), then Sally’s belief is irrational.

4) Therefore, Sally’s belief is irrational.

5) If (4), then RE2 is false.

6) Therefore, RE2 is false.

Response to Argument Against RE2

| will dispute either (1) or (5) (oboth).
First, | will say why | think that Norman’s belief is irrational. Any ordynauman, upon
suddenly believing that the president is in New York, should reason in something like the
following way.

Monologue 1: “The president is in New York? | don’t have the ability to kifvaty

There are some things that | and other human beings have the power to know, and this

isn't one of them.”
Upon reasoning in this way, that Norman has a defeater for his belief that tdemresin New
York. So, it sems to me that the reason that Norman'’s belief is irrational is because he has a
defeater for his belief.

Does Sally also have a defeater like Norman does? Is it the case that Sallyehsotd

in the way of Monologuel? Should she reason as follows?
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Monologue2: “There is a God who loves me? | don’t have the ability to Kmeiw

There are some things that | and other human beings have the power to know, and this

isn't one of them.”

Whether Sally should reason in this way depends on what Sally rationally belewgghe
powers of human beings. | see two options (and a spectrum of options in between).

Suppose that Sally grew up in a society where many people reported expesfeéBods
or times when they sensed that God was near them. If that is the case, theio@dllyave
evidence for the existence of something like a sensus divinitatus. And then she sheadsdm
in accord with Monologue2. So, it seems to me that premise (1) is false. Theascaraniot
relevantly analogous.

On the other hand, suppose that Sally grew up in a society where nobody ever reported an
experience of God. Then, if Sally were to find herself believing in God, | thinkhbateould
reason as in Monologue2. | think that she would have a defeater. And indbaBally’s belief
would be irrational.

But now, | would question whether (5) is true. It is true that Sally’s bebetdbe
irrational in such a case, but that would be a case in which she has a defeater. Andctren we
see that this does not cowagfainst RE; RE allows that defeaters could make theistic belief
irrational. So, regardless of how we interpret Sally’s case, the argtailend count against
RE.

Now, as a final note, it is interesting to ask what the actual state of affairaidimgghe
existence of religious experiences or the existence of a sensus divinitaaushere are
religious experiences all throughout the world is obvious. But it is also worth nloéignt the

last decade or so, cognitive scientists of religioretewassed very interesting data pointing to
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an innate tendency in human beings to believe in God. For example, Justin Barrett, in hi
excellent 2004 booRk/Vhy Would Anyone Believe in God?, amasses data from his own scientific
work and others in order to argue that there is a natural disposition in human beings/@ibel
God. From what | can gather, this is a general consensus among cognitivets@éngligion,
both theists and atheists. So, scientifically informed folk will not have the stefedter that
Sally has. So, we have reason to think that the state of most scientificallyadfadults today
will not be like that of Norman the clairvoyant.

Evidence
I'll make a final remark on the role that evidence can play in the theist’s ifst, IFalready
mentioned above how defeaters can make it irrational to believe in God; theiststakeul
potential defeaters seriously. Second, it is worth remembering that one cmddarationally
believe in God on the basis of arguments. Those who do not find themselves with a basic belief
in God (via a religious experience) will find this valuable. This was the cagafony Flew,
who came to believe in God on the basis of a design argument toward the end of his §&e. The
arguments could also provide extra support for those who already do believe in God in a basic
way. Lastly, positive arguments could help counterbalance the arguments Ggalisst
existence; they could nullify the effect of potential defeaters.l Isuape it is clear that refmed

epistemologists like myself can and do take evidence seriously.
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7 Comments on Andrew Moon’sReformed Epistemology, Clairvoyance, and the Role of
Evidence

Katy Hawkins

Thanks to Andrew Moon for his excellent presentation. | would like to consider briefly
Dr. Moon’s two central claims, RE1 and RE2. First, RE1 proposes the following: “Be(sid
can be rational even if it's not based on any argument or evidence.” In support of thifelaim
Moon presents several cases (from his own life, and from the lives of C.S. belWAdvan
Plantinga) to show that an experience of God’s presence or calling in a pafeards produce
a belief that God existsa belief thais rational or reasonableeven if it is not based on any
evidence.

First, one might wonder exactly how we are to understand the tatimsality and
reasonability when evidence, reasons, and arguments are not essential parts of the definition. Dr.
Moon presents Alvin Plantinga’s theory of rationality. According to Plaatingriteria, a belief
is rational if produced by cognitive mechanisms that are (1) properly functiamin@ atruth-
aimed. However, as Dr. Moon has used these terms, it issaottc me that this definition of
rationality clearly avoids a dependence upon evidence and reasons (nor iswhgl@avould
be desirable for the definition of these terms to avoid dependence upon evidence). In
considering (1) and (2), it seems the first thing we would want to know is how to determine
whether cognitive mechanisrage functioning properly. This seems impossible apart from
evaluating the way those who possess the cognitive mechanisms in question hanaite evide
they encounter. In fact, this seems to be exactly the kind of evaluation Dr. Moon bemeéiev
contrasts cases of rational and irrational basic beliefs. In the case of thenmbalwves the

conference speaker is a mass murderer, we see that the man’s schizophrereatingprem
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from considering the evidence properly. Likewise, we see that the Elvistiilgeio consider
the evidence carefully because of her overriding desire to believe thaisEliige. Dr. Moon
contrasts these two examples of irrational belief with the beliefti@are chairsin the room.
So, why is this belief rational? What makes it different? According to Dr. Mbisrational
because “my eyes, occipital lobes, and the various cognitive mechanisms imbwhbieh are
responsibldor my belief that there is a chair, are all formed by faculties designedaaongv
accurate beliefs about the world.” But why think this is true? To support this claimmigimie
offer reasons to think that these mechanianesiesigned to produce accurate beliefs about the
world. It seems, then, that Plantinga’s two conditions of rational belieft-the belief is
produced by faculties that are functioning properly and aimed at truth—both spendelet
upon evidence and reasons.

This leads to a secdmguestion: What counts as an argument? What counts as evidence?
Precise definitions of these terms might help to clarify the claim of RE1: “Belieddhc@n be
rational even if it's not based on any argument or evidence.” Suppose someone contends that
religious experience may function as a type of evidence. Would this changerthefdRi1?

That is, could an awareness of the presence of God or a sense of the divine be takahafs a ki
evidence-even if of a personal or incommunicable so@Pantel, this type of evidence may not
be as strong as other types of evidence that might be readily accessilylen®. aHowever,

those who consider an experience of God’s presence togoential evidential value might
argue that if God exists and whagetBible says to represent God’s nature is true, then it seems
that we have reason to expect God to reveal himself to his children in various natys

excluding by means of an experience of his presence.
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| also want to raise a question regarding the sgcentral claim, RE2. RE?2 states,
“There is no good argument that many people’s belief in God is not rational apathtir
having a reason to not believe that God exists.” My concern is that, according taithjsac
belief X is rational as long ame does not have a defeater (a reason to think that belief X is
false). This seems strange. Consider any case of two competing, mutulakyvexconclusions
(call them X and Y). If Tom has no evidence one way or another, would Tom be rational to
believe X and reject Y? Would it not be more responsible to suspend judgment in the absence of
a reason to favor one conclusion over another? This seems especially clear in the case o
Norman the clairvoyant. Dr. Moon argues that Norman’s belief is inatioecause he has a
defeater for his belief. According to Moon, the defeater is that Norman thinks humans do not
have the mysterious power to know things like “The president is in New York.” But pavieaps
would be more accurate to say that Norman’sebe irrational because he hasevidence of
any kind in support of the conclusion. In the absence of reason to endorse one conclusion over
another, Norman should suspend judgment. Thus, on this interpretation, the fact that he had a
defeater for hidelief isan additional reason to think his belief is irrational.

Finally, | would agree that the case of Sally is different from the case afdyor Sallyis
rational; however, contrary to Dr. Moon, | would argue that Sally’s belief thate"ieea God
who loves me” is rationdlecause of her evidence. As Dr. Moon notes, Sally grew up in a
society where many people reported experiences of God or times when they lseinGed twas
near. Regardless of whether these cases were in fact legitimate, it seemd$ytdaeSddave
evidence from her experience for the existence of something like a sehealnfine that would

count in favor of her belief.
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