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for Cynthia



Let us suppose we possess parts of a novel or a symphony. 
Someone now brings us a newly discovered piece of man-
uscript and says, “#is is the missing part of the work. 
#is is the chapter on which the whole plot of the novel 
really turned. #is is the main theme of the symphony.” 
Our business would be to see whether the new passage, if 
admitted to the central place which the discoverer claimed 
for it, did actually illuminate all the parts we had already 
seen and “pull them together.”

.!.!.!If it were genuine then at every fresh hearing of the 
music or every fresh reading of the book, we should "nd 
it settling down, making itself more at home and eliciting 
signi"cance from all sorts of details in the whole work 
which we had hitherto neglected. Even though the new 
central chapter or main theme contains great di$culties in 
itself, we should still think it genuine provided that it con-
tinually removed di$culties elsewhere.

— C. S.!Lewis

In what other "eld of study would so many people reach 
so dismissive conclusions on the basis of so little know-
ledge as outsiders are comfortable with in disregarding 
Christian truth?

— Margaret Avison



Contents

Acknowledgments ix

Introduction 1

 1 How to Decide 5
Deciding about Religion 5
What Is a Religion? 7
Arriving at Options 10
Investigating Religions 13
Can We Actually Know? 15
Knowledge as a Condition for Faith— and Vice Versa 17
Religious Faith 21
How to Decide about Religion 24

 2 What Is Christianity? 33
Introduction:!A Fourfold Scheme 33
#e Strangeness of Christianity 35
What Is Real:!Creation 40
What Is Best:!Shalom 44
What Is Wrong:!Sin and Evil 51
What Can Be Done:!Initial Options 61
What Can Be Done:!Religious Options 67
What Can Be Done:!#e Christian View 72
What Can Be Done:!Our Side 83

 3 Why Does Anyone Believe? 91
Since Christianity Focuses on Christ 91
Historical Grounds 95
Philosophical Grounds 114
Ethical and Pragmatic Grounds 128
Aesthetic Grounds 140
Psychological and Experiential Grounds 146



viii %&'()'(*

 4 Why Not Believe? 157
#e Problem of Particularity 157
#e Problem of Evil 166

 5 What Now? 175

Notes 181



Acknowledgments

I have been inspired and informed by many exemplars of such 
conversation about Christianity, especially classic thinkers Blaise 
Pascal, G.! K. Chesterton, Dorothy Sayers, and C.! S. Lewis, and 
contemporaries Os Guinness, Al Plantinga, Steve Evans, Rodney 
Stark, and Tom Wright. Mentors Mark Noll, Martin Marty, Nick 
Wolterstor+, and the late David Martin have shown me that very, 
very smart people could be faithful, even fervent, Christians— 
doubts and all.

Crandall University’s enlightened approach to research leaves 
gave me the time to write the "rst dra, of this book. I!apprecia-
tively recall the fruitful conversations I! have enjoyed on these 
questions with students and faculty members at Crandall as well 
as at Canadian Mennonite University, Carey Baptist College 
(Auckland), Christ College (Sydney), Fudan University, Harding 
University, Harvard University, Lakehead University, Morling 
College, Pepperdine University, Queen’s University (Kingston), 
Regent College, the Scots College (Sydney), Seoul #eological 
University, Stanford University, Tabor College (Adelaide), Torch 
Trinity Graduate School, Tyndale #eological Seminary (Toronto), 
the University of British Columbia, the University of Lethbridge, 
the University of Manitoba, the University of Northern British 
Columbia, the University of Otago, the University of Virginia, the 
University of Windsor, Wheaton College, Wuhan University, and 
Zhejiang University.

Friends Steve Baughman, Irshad Manji, Mickey Maudlin, 
Jonathan Merritt, and Randall Rauser kindly gave me advice at dif-
ferent stages of the writing of this book, and the faults that remain 



x -./'&01)234)'(*

are due to their advice not being good enough. (I appreciate their 
trying, nonetheless.) Fair spouse, my beloved wife of four decades, 
has had almost nothing to do with my writing, but she has done her 
best with me. I, and my books, are much the better for that tireless 
e+ort.

Finally, this is the sixth volume I!have published under the gentle, 
if also exacting, hand of editor Cynthia Read. Cynthia has been 
an adviser of preternatural wisdom who has become a treasured 
friend. It is my honor, therefore, to dedicate this book to her.

Feast of St. Michael and All Angels 2019



Introduction

Take your pick:!it’s a target- rich environment.
Creation of the entire universe in a week. A!talking serpent and a 

death- dealing fruit. A!worldwide 5ood. A!fugitive nation hurrying 
on dry ground across the 5oor of the Red Sea. A!city’s walls falling 
5at at the sound of trumpets. #e sun standing still. Any one of a 
hundred implausibilities that would make a reasonable person say, 
“Come on. Get serious.”

#e miracles come fast and furious in Jesus’s career:! from 
walking on water to feeding a crowd from a single lunch to casting 
out demons to raising the dead. And then he himself gets raised 
from the dead— and is worshipped as God, by people who knew 
him "rst as— a carpenter. Really?

Maybe it’s the ethics that, for all their familiarity, seem ab-
surd. Turn the other cheek. Don’t even look at a woman with 
desire. Blessed are the meek. Love your enemies. One doesn’t 
have to be Nietzsche to wonder if something truly weird is being 
taught.

Maybe it’s the lack of ethics. Exhibit A:! the Crusades. Exhibit 
B:!the Inquisition. And then there’s imperialism and colonialism 
and the white man’s burden and Manifest Destiny. And sexism. 
And racism. And child abuse. And homophobia.

Too much involvement in politics. Too little. Opposition to sci-
ence. Legitimation of science— and the consequent despoliation 
of the earth through rapacious technology. #e indictment goes 
on and on, with reason a,er reason to be disa+ected with, even 
repelled by, Christianity.
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How could any sensible, decent person believe it? #is book 
focuses on this single question. But let’s make it harder. How, in 
fact, have two billion people found this very strange story, and this 
deeply checkered heritage, compelling?

Some of those two billion aren’t very bright, to be sure. Many of 
them have evident psychological problems. Not a few seem to be in 
it for the money and power that any popular movement can o+er.

But all two billion of them? Across all lines of culture and class, 
ethnicity and language, time and place? Ivy League professors and 
Oxbridge dons? Nobel and Pulitzer Prize winners? CERN and NIH 
directors? How can those people believe?

#at’s the question. And if it’s your question, this book is for you.
We’ll begin by introducing the fundamental matters any reason-

able person should consider in trying to make her way through the 
bewildering marketplace of competing philosophies and religions. 
How could someone possibly make a rational, responsible choice 
amid the welter of the world’s alternatives?

#en the conversation turns to Christianity, at once the most 
popular and yet perhaps the most unlikely explanation of reality 
of any of the major ideological options that have appeared in world 
history. We’ll try to get this story straight, amid all the distorted 
versions of Christianity that have emerged over two millennia. 
We’ll "nd that Christians don’t need to believe some of the out-
landish things they have been taught they should believe. We’ll also 
"nd that the Christian story possesses a certain logic:!it isn’t just 
one bizarre wonder a,er another.

We’ll conclude, however, that Christian faith remains very 
strange. #at poor man groaning on a Roman cross is supposed 
to be the Savior of the World. Preposterous, isn’t it? Only ex-
traordinarily strong grounds could make such a claim believable. 
So we will survey a brief catalog of the grounds those two billion 
Christians have found convincing:! from history to philosophy, 
from aesthetics to ethics, from hardheaded rationality to, yes, mys-
tical experience.
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Ah, but what about the counterarguments? Lots of people, a,er 
all, have encountered Christianity, been raised in it or otherwise 
convinced by it, and yet eventually have found it incredible, even 
revolting. We’ll take an honest look at those, too— some of them 
along the way, and the Two Biggest Ones at the end. How could 
we not?

And then— what? You’ll be entirely convinced and convert on 
the spot?

Not likely.
You will, however, perhaps understand more clearly what 

Christianity does and doesn’t claim, and what Christianity does 
and doesn’t o+er. You will be in a better position to decide whether 
you can, in fact, believe. And if that seems worth your while, then 
I!trust you’ll read on.



1
How to!Decide

Deciding about!Religion

“And that’s how I!became a Christian.”
Two billion Christians in the world, and every one of them tells a 

similar story:!“One day I!decided to choose a religion. So I!put out 
the dog, made myself a pot of tea, sat down to read all the pertinent 
material, had a good think, and made an informed choice.”

One can be con"dent that precisely no one has come to Christian 
faith that way, or ever will. Selecting among the vast array of re-
ligious and philosophical options available today isn’t like solving 
a crossword puzzle, buying a new appliance, or selecting the right 
insurance policy.

But what is it like? How is it possible to come to a reasonable and 
con"dent decision about it all?

For lots of people, “reasonable” is the last thing religion is. Physics 
is about reason:! about facts and evidence and logical argument. 
Sociology is about reason. Politics should be about reason. Religion, 
however, is about mere belief, about faith, about gut feelings and 
poorly described experiences and overactive consciences.

Why do religious people believe the things they do? Why do reli-
gious people commit themselves to a particular way of life di+erent 
from that of their neighbors? Why do religious people trust their 
holy books and holy clergy to tell them truths they cannot other-
wise discover?

Maybe religious people are just credulous. Maybe they just 
grow up in a particular religion and never question it. Maybe 
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they are psychologically needy and gravitate toward domineering 
personalities and simplistic rulebooks. Maybe they are cowards 
who shrink from facing reality and withdraw into comforting 
illusions fostered by similarly deluded weaklings or, worse, exploit-
ative charlatans.

But all of them? All four, "ve, six billion religious people around 
the world— and many more throughout the ages? War- toughened 
soldiers, sober- minded scientists, hardheaded executives, seen- 
it- all nurses, sensitive artists, erudite scholars, and courageous 
explorers— are the religious among them (and there are many) to 
be dismissed so easily?

Many thoughtful people’s minds house a conceptual jungle about 
religion. #e jungle is particularly thick around how people form, or 
should form, religious convictions. Words such as “faith” and “be-
lief ” and “truth” and “knowledge” and “reason” and “evidence” and 
“argument” and “testimony” and “experience” all blur together into 
a fog that makes religion mysterious, and perhaps o+- putting. And 
when science seems instead to be all about brightly lit laboratories 
and clearly marked instruments and precisely taken measurements 
and rigorously tested "ndings, no wonder so many people set reli-
gion over against science and judge religion badly de"cient by com-
parison. Sociologist Charles Selengut speaks for many:

Religious faith is di+erent than other commitments and the 
rules and directives of religion are understood by the faithful 
to be entirely outside ordinary social rules and interactions.!.!.!. 
For the faithful, religious judgments are self- legitimating; they 
are true and proper rules not because they can be proven to be 
so by philosophers or because they have social bene"ts but be-
cause they emanate from a divine source. Ordinary judgment, 
canons of logic, and evaluation of behavior simply do not apply 
to religious activity.!.!.!. Faith and religious behavior are not based 
upon science, practical politics, or Western notions of logic or 
e$ciency but on following the word of God regardless of the 
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cost. Holy wars!.!.!.!may not be amenable to logical and rational 
solutions. Faithful holy warriors, whether in Afghanistan, Israel, 
Palestine, or Florida, live in a psychic and social reality di+erent 
from the world inhabited by secularized people.1

However, if this were so, then no scientist would be a religious 
believer— unless su+ering from some sadly compromised mental 
and emotional state. Yet lots of apparently functional scientists are 
Christians, Jews, Muslims, or faithful members of another religion. 
So what is religious belief, and how can a serious person hold it?

In what follows, I’m going to try to demonstrate what will initially 
seem an odd, and oddly mild, claim— namely, that religious belief 
is best understood as belief about religious subjects. Nothing about 
religious belief is utterly di+erent from the way we make up our 
minds about other matters. It is a way of thinking that is appropriate 
to its subject matter and is paralleled in obvious ways by similar 
beliefs about similar things. Christian faith in particular, I!intend to 
show, is not the result of some bizarre thought process completely 
di+erent from how we decide about scienti"c or historical or eth-
ical matters. It is the outcome of what we might call generic ration-
ality. And inasmuch as faith has a personal element— belief in God, 
not just forming correct beliefs about God— Christian faith is like 
our trusting other persons, not some supra- rational miracle com-
pletely di+erent from the rest of our experience.

Let’s begin, then, by de"ning what we mean by religion. #en we’ll 
set out what it means to think about religion in a responsible way.

What Is a Religion?

A thing or an idea should be evaluated according to its kind and its 
"tness for purpose. A!horse can be assessed in terms of its strength 
for pulling, or its speed for running, or its agility for roping, 
among other qualities. An automobile can be prized as a practical 
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conveyance, as a racing machine, or as a status symbol. Minivans, 
roadsters, and limousines each have their place. A!person can earn 
regard variously for her wisdom, her beauty, her generosity, her 
endurance, her enthusiasm, and so on, depending on the context. 
How, then, does one begin to consider a religion? What is it, and 
what is it for?

When the word “religion” is used, most people likely will think 
of God, gods, or at least some sense of the supernatural. #ere is the 
ordinary world of our daily experience, and then there is whatever 
is “up there” or “beyond” or “the other”:!whatever is additional, and 
perhaps transcendent. Scholars of religion, however, tend to "nd 
this de"nition too narrow. For one thing, most of us expect to "nd 
Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucianism on a list of religions, and in-
deed they show up regularly in textbook surveys of world religions. 
Yet important forms of each of these traditions either deny the ex-
istence of deities and a supernatural realm or are largely indi+erent 
to them. For another thing, religions typically a+ect much or all of 
everyday life, not just some sort of special “religious” life practiced 
on special holy days in special holy places.

#e functional de"nition of religion considers what religions 
typically do. A!religion, in this view, is what orients, motivates, 
and structures the central zone of life— for an individual or a 
group. Our functional religion stems from our fundamental 
beliefs and values. Our religion is whatever constitutes the ul-
timate concern (to borrow a term from Paul Tillich) of an in-
dividual or a group, whatever is the core of life around which 
everything else is wound.

A religion therefore consists of a particular set of beliefs (what 
to think), values (what to esteem or despise), and practices (what 
to do or avoid). Articulated sets of beliefs, values, and practices 
constitute what might be called “proper noun” religions:!Judaism, 
Shinto, Buddhism, and the like. Islam, for example, teaches certain 
things to be true (“#ere is no god but God, and Muhammad is 
his prophet”), encourages the cultivation of speci"c concerns and 
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emotions (especially submission to God:!the word “muslim” means 
“submitted one”), and (thus) prescribes certain actions (such as the 
Five Pillars of Islam, which include recitation of the creed, daily 
prayers, pilgrimage to Mecca, and so on).

Clearly Christianity, Hinduism, and Daoism function in this 
way. But so do Marxism, secular humanism, and pragmatism. So do 
hedonism, status seeking, and other forms of egotism. To be sure, 
some objects of devotion are idiosyncratic:!“He looks a,er that car 
religiously,” we might say. I!remember a startling television pro-
gram that pro"led a middle- aged man living in Oklahoma whose 
functional religion was (although neither he nor the interviewer 
put it this way) supporting the University of Oklahoma Sooners 
football team. #is man wore only clothes patterned in Sooners red 
and white. His house was red and white brick on the outside, and 
red and white throughout the interior— accented only by pigskin 
brown. #e white handset of his phone rested in a plastic football. 
His walls were covered with Sooners posters. His work schedule 
was arranged around the Sooners’ schedule— from spring camp 
to bowl games. And, for a while, he sported letters spelling out S- 
O- O- N- E- R- S in red across his front teeth, until his wife made his 
dentist whiten them again. #is man reminds us that “fan” is an ab-
breviation for “fanatic.”2

One might choose to live within the structures of an “organized” 
religion such as Christianity. Or one might prefer to live according 
to what sociologists sometimes call “DIY religion,” “religion à la 
carte,” or “informal religion”— the contemporary mode of picking 
elements from the smorgasbord of religions and putting together a 
package of beliefs, values, and practices for oneself. Whatever it is, 
however, that gives meaning, purpose, direction, and intensity to 
life; whatever gets us going in the morning; whatever drives us for-
ward; whatever consoles us in misery; whatever stands at the center 
of our lives and gives us our de"nition of success— functionally 
speaking, that is our religion.

So how do we responsibly come up with such a religion?
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Arriving at!Options

#ere are three possible routes to a religion. #e "rst might be to 
gather all the pertinent information, muse upon it, and see what 
emerges, what occurs to you as the best explanation of— everything. 
#at’s what do- it- yourselfers do— or, at least, that’s what they think 
they do.

It is rather a large task, however:!to investigate everything per-
tinent to the well- lived life, weigh up all plausible interpretative 
options, and formulate a lasting, fruitful way of being in the world. 
And despite the apparently universal sense of competence in this 
"eld— everyone seems to feel entirely comfortable opining about 
religion, no matter what education and experience they have or 
haven’t had— the thoughtful person will pause to wonder just how 
she is to get her conceptual arms around, well, everything.

It turns out that the construct- your- own- religion syndrome 
shows up only in a particular cultural place:!modern aEuent coun-
tries deeply shaped by the Christian religion.3 All the choices we 
think we are freely and sovereignly making about religion are in 
fact taking place in a complex cultural ecosystem in which the 
questions to answer and the problems to solve are relatively few, 
compared to the vast majority of human beings, who have had to 
confront life on earth with much less to go on. To start truly from 
scratch puts us back with the Aegean philosophers of the pre- 
Socratic era, or those of ancient India or China, and who wants to 
do two or three millennia’s worth of thinking if it’s not absolutely 
necessary? Why not consider whether other people have come up 
with plausible answers already and see what we think of those?

#e second option therefore is to explore all the religions of the 
world, evaluate them, and decide which is the best. When making 
this assessment, we do well to consider each option according to 
what a religion is supposed to do. Fundamentally, I!suggest, a reli-
gion does three things:!it tells us the way things are, it tells us how 
to respond best to the way things are, and it gives us a community 
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of like- minded people to encourage and instruct us. We can borrow 
from the academic study of religion a nice phrase for these three 
elements:!“a creed, a code, and a community.”

How well, then, does any given religion serve as the center of 
(a)!human life? How well does it explain the world and our place in 
it? How well does it recognize our highest good? How well does it 
diagnose what keeps us from that good? How well does it prescribe 
the solution to our problems? And how much help does it give us in 
reaching that highest good?

If we attempt to compare and evaluate all the extant religious 
options, we encounter several di$culties. Religions are gener-
ally deeply complex things, with complicated inner workings, 
bewildering varieties within each species, and customs of speech 
and conduct that can take years to understand, let!alone to master. 
I!know experts who have taken a lifetime to thoroughly understand 
a single religion, and I!know a few who have thoroughly under-
stood two and even three. I!know no one who claims to be an ex-
pert in more than three. Most religions are just that di$cult to fully 
comprehend.

Even if you could gather an appropriate amount and kind of data 
on two or more religions, how would you decide which data are in 
fact appropriate? On what basis would you con"dently collect one 
sort of data (say, about basic doctrines) and set aside as relatively 
unimportant other data (such as the way believers dress for wor-
ship)? Isn’t there an implicit value judgment involved here (“belief 
is more important than costume”) that is simply presupposed ac-
cording to the bias of the inquirer? It does not “naturally” emerge 
from the study itself. Or perhaps it does, in the sense that perhaps 
neither religion A!nor religion B seems to take clothing as seriously 
as it takes ideas. Yet even then, another inquirer might come along 
who is deeply interested in how a religion views and treats the body, 
and thus see this lack of interest in clothing as in fact signi"cant. 
Perhaps such an inquirer might then judge both religion A!and reli-
gion B to be hopelessly de"cient and move on to the options that do 
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pay attention to clothing. How can we know with con"dence what 
really matters?

#e data to be explained— namely, all of reality, which might in-
clude supernatural beings and even a God whose nature, thoughts, 
and actions transcend our understanding— appear to be extremely 
numerous and in some cases profoundly complex. #e “map-
ping reality” part of comparing and assessing religions is impos-
sible to undertake with hope of anything approaching a con"dent 
conclusion.

More problems arise as we attend to the ethical dimension of 
such a project. What universal standard of ultimate goodness, of 
the summum bonum, can one use to evaluate religious options? It 
is relatively easy to decide what an automobile is for in any given 
instance, and to then make a decision as to which candidate ful"lls 
that purpose best— although experts might disagree. It is less easy, 
but possible, to decide what a human being is for in a particular 
instance and appraise candidates accordingly:! Who jumps the 
highest? Who plays the violin best? Who writes the tightest com-
puter code? In the case of religion, however, what de"nition of 
religion’s ultimate purpose sets the standard? Is the primary objec-
tive of religion to eradicate su+ering? To achieve individual bliss? 
To provide social order? Perhaps it is to keep the workers docile 
and compliant, or to introduce select individuals to ultimate truth. 
Is it to rescue spirits from their material prisons? Is it to form a 
people for fellowship with a Supreme Being, leaving the rest for 
destruction?

#is second approach, therefore, bristles with di$culties. #e 
third approach is the one for which most people opt. List one’s “live 
options” (as William James puts it) and proceed as follows:!begin 
with studying the most promising option so that one sees it clearly; 
assess the best grounds for believing it; assess the best grounds for 
not believing it; and then adopt it, if it measures up, or move on, if it 
doesn’t. #at is what we’ll do in the rest of this book in regard to the 
most popular option in world history, Christianity.
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Before we begin, however, it would be well to consider a few 
more factors a+ecting our attempt to "nd the right religion.

Investigating!Religions

How would someone properly explore a religion, not just as a matter 
of intellectual curiosity, but as a genuine possibility for guiding his 
or her life? Students in my courses on world religions sometimes 
come to me privately and ask just this question. “I’m interested in 
Baha’i,” they might say. “How would I!go beyond the introduction 
given in this course?”

I recommend they consult at least these three sets of resources. 
First, they should read a good introduction to the religion written 
by a reputable scholar who is trying neither to praise nor con-
demn. No such observer is completely unbiased, of course, but the 
good ones strive to be as accurate and even- handed as possible. 
Publishers of textbooks try to "nd such authors because the less 
controversial and more objective they are, the more other professors 
are likely to assign their books.

Second, inquirers should read the chief writings of the religion in 
question and one or more recommendations by leading apologists— 
to hear the religion in its own voices. Clergy and professors who 
teach this religion are probably the best guides to such literature.

#ird, one should encounter the religion in its most loyal and im-
pressive devotees. It’s easy to make a mistake here:!one might visit, 
for example, one of the many declining or moribund Christian 
churches in North America or Europe and come to false conclusions 
about the religion as a whole. “Well, if that’s Christianity, so long!” 
Instead, try to "nd the most faithful and vibrant church, or mosque, 
or temple, or synagogue— one that is vitally living out the main-
stream of that religion— and get to know believers who can help the 
inquirer understand the attractiveness of this religion. #e objec-
tive is to encounter the religion at its best.
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#e attitude with which we approach this investigation is crucial. 
We must be both open and critical. If we are not su$ciently empa-
thetic and not su$ciently vulnerable to changing our mind, if we 
are not truly willing to entertain the idea that these people might 
just be right— then we will not enter into that religion far enough 
to understand its essence. Our resistance acts as a kind of unhelpful 
buoyancy in our investigation, keeping us paddling on the surface 
when we should be diving deep. If we are not su$ciently critical, 
however, we will miss the religion’s incongruities, contradictions, 
and perhaps even pathologies. We want to dive deep, yes, but not 
into unseen peril. And we need to be able to surface at any time. 
Some forms of religion are toxic, and while exploring, we need to 
keep our wits about us. Scholars of religion try to cultivate an atti-
tude of “analytical empathy,” a nicely poised tension of appreciation 
and critique. So should every other serious investigator.

#e prudent inquirer also will be clear as to the realistic goal of 
such investigation. She shouldn’t be looking for the One Perfect 
Religion. #at would be like looking for the One Perfect Job, or the 
One Perfect Spouse, or the One Perfect Political Party. Whenever 
human beings are involved, things are imperfect. She would also 
avoid "xating on a particular attractive element in a religion, but 
rather step back to take things in as a whole. A!religion is to be 
evaluated and embraced as an entire way of life, not just as a spur 
to political action, or as a soothing therapy, or as a safe social group 
for the kids.

Instead, she should be looking for the best option overall. 
Furthermore, she should recognize that whatever conclusion she 
comes to will be a “hypothesis,” her best judgment on the matter to 
date. She may embrace that conclusion with fervor, but she ought to 
maintain a genuine and lively critical openness in the future just in 
case a better option comes along.

#is may sound like vulgar consumerism, an attitude grossly out 
of place in the realm of the sacred. It may seem that I!am advocating 
withholding a full commitment on matters to which we ought to be 
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fully committed indeed. But commitment that closes itself o+ from 
any possibility of correction or improvement is not faith, but fa-
naticism. Wisdom recognizes the limitations in all of our thinking, 
including our thinking about religion, and leaves the door open, 
always, just in case a saving word needs to reach us.

So are we now adri, in a sea of possibilities, leaving us only with 
our shi,ing impressions of the world? How can one lead a life of 
"rm commitment like that?

Can We Actually Know?

Each of us must decide for ourselves. We have to do so according 
to whatever wisdom we have learned and whatever happen to be 
the inclinations of our hearts. What else can we do? As a Christian, 
I!believe that God makes clear to people in some elementary but 
unmistakable way what really matters in life, and people choose ei-
ther to honor that wisdom and follow God’s way or to walk instead 
their own paths. Whether or not that’s true, we can agree that each 
person must decide what really matters in this world (and whatever 
is beyond), and then try to "nd a way to secure it.

Given our severe limitations, however— limitations of each 
person’s time and place and experience and education and so on— 
we might wonder if the quest for certainty, especially about the ul-
timate questions of life and death, good and evil, the sacred and the 
secular, the eternal and the temporal, is doomed. Can we "nd gen-
uine answers, or merely satisfy personal preferences? Is there any 
way to reliably apprehend and comprehend what is real?

I see a middle course between unjusti"able certainty and cyn-
ical despair. Philosophers sometimes call this general view “crit-
ical realism.”4 Human beings can know very little with certainty. 
Each of us, as limited and biased as we are, could well be wrong 
about almost anything we think we know. I!believe, however, that 
God has given us intuition, imagination, reason, senses, memory, 
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conscience, the heritage of the past, each other’s company, and 
other good gi,s to help us think about things. As we make (more 
or less) good use of these gi,s, we run up against reality every day, 
and it needs explaining. #e thoughtful person will try to "nd out 
what explains it best— all of it. Yes, we cannot help but view and 
conceive of the world through particular cognitive frameworks and 
basic convictions, through patterns of conscious and unconscious 
assumptions, impressions, and conclusions. We cannot see things 
purely objectively. But we do see things, and the best we can do is 
to keep re"ning our hypotheses— however particular, however 
general— to make the most sense we can of what we experience. So 
we can be realistic in the sense that we believe we have real experi-
ence of a real world, but we can also be conscious of at least some of 
what hinders and distorts our apprehension of the world, and so we 
ought to be critically realistic.

Furthermore, we should not reject an option merely because it 
cannot o+er us perfect knowledge that answers all our questions 
to our complete satisfaction. No religion or philosophy— at least, 
none of the ones that have endured the test of time— even claims 
to do that. (Some weird cults might— and the very o+er of “certain 
and comprehensive knowledge” is a telltale sign that you’re in the 
vicinity of something suspicious.) So waiting until one has every 
doubt erased and every question answered is to wait for what will 
never arrive. Our real choice is among real options, and the wise 
person selects the best of those available. #en he goes on to live ac-
cordingly, all the while staying alert for opportunities to re"ne that 
option or even “trade up” to a signi"cantly better alternative.

“Making sense of experience,” let’s be clear, is not limited to 
“"guring things out.” It’s not just a matter of assessing and then 
assenting to a particular set of ideas. At a profoundly basic level, the 
religious challenge also includes making an art of life. We want to 
construct our existence in beauty and integrity and fruitfulness and 
love. #at’s what we seek, and we should not be satis"ed until we 
"nd it. Religions are about all of life, and they demand the allegiance 



@&0 (& A).:2) 17

of the whole person. In assessing them, therefore, we need to be 
both open and critical not only intellectually but also morally, aes-
thetically, emotionally, socially, and so on. Morally, for example, we 
must ask ourselves whether we are open to a new, better way of un-
derstanding what it means to live a good life, which would mean 
changing our behavior. Someone might tell us that denying the 
physical body in the interests of elevating the spirit is the best way 
to live. Another religion might ask us to surrender some of our au-
tonomy to the group. Are we open to either of those options, at least 
a little? And are we also prepared to consider critically whether ei-
ther view is both true and helpful?

#inking about religion with the seriousness it deserves ulti-
mately entails taking one’s life in one’s hands. One has to love the 
truth to "nd the truth. #e most important things in life rarely come 
to those who do not press hard a,er them:!not music, not literature, 
not athletic skills, not wholesome relationships. Religion is about 
the very deepest questions of our existence, so it o+ers the greatest 
challenge of venturesome thinking:!of investigating, and weighing 
up, and living without certainty— and perhaps even living without 
a religious “home” for a while— as we decide. #at’s what it costs 
to adequately consider the most important decision one can ever 
make:!the direction of one’s life, and whatever life there is to come.

Suppose, then, we have come to some conclusions in our religious 
quest. Suppose we have decided upon a speci"c religious option. 
Where does religious commitment come in? What about faith?

Knowledge as!a Condition for!Faith— and 
Vice!Versa

In the Christmas movie Miracle on 34th Street, a little girl wres-
tling with doubts about Santa Claus bravely recites her mother’s 
wisdom:!“Faith is believing when common sense tells you not to.” 
However appropriate such a maxim might be with respect to the 
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existence and identity of Kris Kringle, it may not immediately sat-
isfy when it comes to faith in God. Folk wisdom about religious 
faith is even more problematic when chirped by the bright- eyed 
Sunday school pupil:!“Faith is believing something you know isn’t 
true!”5

Aristotle famously divided our ideas into three categories: 
opinion, belief, and knowledge— with religious conviction being 
located in the middle category.6 Long before him, of course, reli-
gious thinkers wrestled with the question of how faith relates to 
knowledge. Is faith just a religious kind of knowledge? Is faith in-
ferior to knowledge, or perhaps somehow superior to it? Are faith 
and knowledge utterly di+erent from each other, and even opposed 
to each other?

Two mistakes typically show up in this context. #e "rst is to 
think that faith is a peculiarly religious word and has nothing to 
do with everyday life. #e second is to think that faith is a pecu-
liarly religious word and has no relationship to knowledge. In fact, 
we exercise faith all the time and we place our faith in all sorts of 
things and people. Everyday life constantly presses us beyond what 
we know (or think we know) and requires us to exercise faith. We 
frequently "nd ourselves compelled to trust beyond what we’re sure 
of, to take risks that lie outside our sense of complete assurance. We 
wait at the platform, a train rumbles in, and we get on. Do we know 
categorically that it is safe? No. Yet these moments of trust and 
commitment— these acts of faith— are not arbitrary leaps into the 
void, but are intrinsically and importantly related to knowledge.

Faith is what we do when we cantilever our lives out over what 
we do not and cannot know, while anchoring ourselves upon what 
we think we do know. Faith relies on knowledge even as it moves 
out from knowledge into the unknown. No one exercises “blind 
faith” in anything or anyone. Everyone has a reason to believe what 
he or she believes, even if someone else thinks it to be an insu$-
cient reason, and even if that belief turns out to be a mistake.
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#is relationship of knowledge and faith holds in matters large 
and small, impersonal and personal. Life compels me to trust be-
yond what I!know for sure. I!would be a fool to refuse to sit in a 
chair until its adequacy had been conclusively demonstrated by a 
team of structural engineers. Parents of small children can never 
have an evening out if they refuse to trust any babysitter because 
they lack comprehensive knowledge of her entire life. Human life 
entails risk, and the wise person does not seek certainty but seeks 
instead adequate reason to believe— and to believe the best alterna-
tive available. #en, having satis"ed herself that she can do so, she 
ventures forward in faith, trusting something or someone because 
of what she thinks she knows about that thing or person.

#is doesn’t always work out well, of course. I!have faith in my ski 
instructor. I!trust her to lead me to hills that will help me improve 
my skills but not imperil my life. Sadly, my faith in such instances 
has not always been well grounded and I!have experienced a few 
breathless moments ruing my lack of due diligence in selecting a 
guide. We can acknowledge, furthermore, that there is a “gradient” 
to faith. I!might trust you with a loan of ten dollars, but not know 
you well enough to trust you with ten thousand. Still, there is also 
an all- or- nothing, binary nature to faith. Trevor cannot know for 
certain that this canoe bobbing by the dock will still 5oat once he 
gets in it, but there is no practical way for him to be “mostly con-
vinced” and thus somehow place most of his weight in the canoe 
while reserving some of his weight for the dock. To experience 
the canoe, he has to get!all the way in. If he tries instead to nicely 
distribute his body in strict proportion to his con"dence in the 
canoe, he might straddle the two brie5y but will soon "nd himself 
enjoying the bene"ts of neither canoe nor dock. He has to make a 
(full) commitment. #e parents cannot enjoy their date night out if 
one or both of them are constantly phoning home to see how things 
are going— or glancing every "ve minutes at the nanny- cam feed 
on their phones. Every exercise of faith requires a kind of letting go. 



6D %<' 7!=)1:)>)?

We try to be as sure as we think we need to be in proportion to the 
risk we’re going to run.

As dependent as faith is upon knowledge, so knowledge is de-
pendent on faith. #is book is being written during an era of “fake 
news,” of widespread disbelief in the so- called mainstream media 
serving large portions of the American population. One cannot 
learn anything from the New! York Times if one refuses to trust 
the New! York Times— and that goes for Fox News or whatever 
news medium one prefers. #e same is true in the world of social 
relationships. Carla is getting acquainted with a new boyfriend. If 
she assumes the worst, or keeps him at a skeptical arm’s length in-
de"nitely, she will learn only a little about him. Some initial skepti-
cism is healthy and safe, of course. But if she cannot believe anything 
he says without corroboration of a legally adequate kind (“How do 
I!know you really have the job you say you have? Do you have a pay 
stub to show me? Can I!come to the place where you say you work 
and interrogate the other employees? How can I!know that you’re 
not a pimp or a bigamist? Can I!hire a private detective to watch you 
for the next month?”), then most of us would pronounce the rela-
tionship doomed. She will never be satis"ed as long as she has these 
extreme suspicions and these impossible standards of proof. Indeed, 
she can always twist the evidence to "t her dark fantasies.

Carla’s lack of faith eventually will result in an end to new data 
forthcoming from her beau. At some point, he will recoil from her 
relentless doubts and decide not to reveal any more of himself to 
her. He will feel insulted, treated with less faith than he deserves, 
and will want nothing more to do with this woman who must de-
cide on everything for herself. Carla will learn nothing more from 
him. #at’s what can happen in any personal relationship. #e 
“investigated” party can choose whether or not to reveal more to the 
“investigator.” And if the investigator fails to move forward in ap-
propriate increments of faith in his colleague or her friend, then he 
or she risks losing the partnership or friendship under the crushing 
weight of the arrogant demand to know it all on one’s own terms.



@&0 (& A).:2) 21

In many sorts of knowledge, therefore, ranging in these examples 
from the most objective to the most subjective, faith of an appro-
priate sort is necessary to learn and to understand. Far from being 
opposed, it turns out that faith and knowledge are in a dialectical re-
lationship. #ese considerations and illustrations may have struck 
the patient reader as ranging pretty far from our topic of religion, 
but they haven’t. Let’s connect them explicitly now with religious 
faith, whatever that is.

Religious!Faith

Religious faith is not completely di+erent from the faith we have 
been discussing. Religious faith is simply the variety of faith proper 
to its object. Putting faith in a chair is similar to, though also dif-
ferent than, putting faith in a spouse. Likewise, putting faith in a 
deity, or several deities, or in a religion with no deities, is both sim-
ilar to, and also somewhat di+erent than, the other two exercises 
of faith. We expect to have di+erent warrants for trusting a piece of 
furniture versus trusting a marriage partner. Likewise, the warrants 
will be di+erent still for trusting the God of Christianity. #is God 
is normally invisible to us, and so divine activity must be inferred 
from its results, or believed in on the basis of reliable testimony, 
while spouses perform a great many actions that we can readily ob-
serve. And chairs are, so to say, right there. Di+erent stakes are in-
volved in each relationship. We trust a chair with our bodies and a 
spouse with our lives, while we trust a deity to guide and provide for 
us reliably for eternity.

We therefore arrive at two crucial propositions about the quest 
for religious certainty:!it is impossible, but it is also unnecessary. 
We already are accustomed to taking the greatest of relational risks 
in this life, whether trusting a romantic partner, a surgeon, or a res-
cuer on a mountain ledge. We must perform the same exercise of 
trust in religious matters as well, as human beings who recognize 
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that we do not and cannot know it all before deciding— on any-
thing. To return for a moment to our new friend Carla, she must 
commit to her marriage on her wedding day, yes, but also continue 
to exercise faith every succeeding day of her marriage. For she will 
never arrive at full knowledge either of her husband’s character or 
of his activities when he is not in her presence. And we would nor-
mally say that she is entirely right to keep trusting him— at least 
until the sad day, if it ever comes, when the warrants against contin-
uing to trust him properly overwhelm her faith. Strange perfume 
on his shirt, unknown female callers on the phone, loss of a+ection 
when he is with her:!such data eventually add up. #en, we would 
conclude, she must indeed change her mind, and her life, accord-
ingly. Admirable faith is not willful and foolish blindness.

Having faith can never require the suspension of critical 
thinking. And faith doesn’t mean irrationality, let!alone stubborn-
ness, in the religious sphere, either. You might be entirely entitled 
to believe in religion X given what you have learned in life to this 
point. But if you run up against challenges (what contemporary 
philosophers call “potential defeaters and underminers”), you are 
obliged to pay attention to them. You don’t need to throw your 
faith aside at the "rst sign of trouble. #at would be as silly as a 
scientist trashing years of research whenever a lab result came up 
“wrong,” or Carla dumping her husband the "rst time he seems 
to hedge about what he did on his business trip. #e truly respon-
sible person, however, pays attention to such di$culties. She tries 
creatively to see if they can be accommodated within her current 
scheme of thought, or whether she needs to modify her views a bit, 
or— in the extreme case— whether she needs to abandon her theory 
(about this chemical process, about this spouse, or about this reli-
gion) for a better one.

We thus face the crucial question:! Can I! believe? #is book, 
and any book, can provide at best only intellectual warrants 
and suggestions for further investigation. #ose warrants, in 
turn, can provide at best only reasonable support for faith. #ey 
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cannot prove the truth of Christianity (or any other religion) be-
yond a reasonable doubt, since (a)!some of the most basic matters 
discussed in most religions are profound beyond any total ex-
planation, let! alone complete proof; (b)! most of us don’t have 
the expertise to assess the "ner points of such matters; (c)!other 
religions with di+erent claims o+er their own warrants that de-
serve respectful acknowledgment; and (d)!we each are in5uenced 
by what we perceive to be in our own interest to believe is the 
truth. As philosopher Alvin Plantinga warns, “In religious be-
lief as elsewhere, we must take our chances, recognizing that we 
could be wrong, dreadfully wrong. #ere are no guarantees; the 
religious life is a venture; foolish and debilitating error is a perma-
nent possibility.”7

Christian thinkers at least as far back as Blaise Pascal warn us 
that demands for proof may amount to attempts to obviate the re-
quirement of faith, the requirement to trust God as a dependent 
rather than pass judgment on God as a superior. #e most impor-
tant lesson God has to teach us is that God is God and we are not— 
that our whole welfare rests on God and so we badly, basically need 
God. #is lesson is the unlearning of our fundamental human mis-
take:!to decide and do entirely for ourselves, rather than to trust 
God to guide and provide. Craig Gay writes, “It is for this reason 
that it would be pointless— and even counterproductive— for God 
to reveal himself too unambiguously at present. #e interests of 
genuine faith and trust would simply not be served in the provo-
cation of grudging submission.”8 Being crushed by overwhelming 
force isn’t the most promising posture from which to develop a 
loving, grateful relationship.

#e best one can hope for is to "nd warrant su$cient to believe— 
which is precisely, let’s remember, all one can properly ask for in any 
other exercise of faith. So if we’re considering the Christian faith, or 
any other claim to Explain It All, there had better be a lot of evi-
dence, and of the right sort, to justify trusting our lives to it in this 
world and whatever is beyond.
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But before we consider that explanation (which is the next major 
section of this book) and the grounds Christians have to trust 
it (which comes a,er that), we need to put together in summary 
fashion what we have discussed so far, and then add a few nuances, 
before we’re quite done.

How to!Decide about!Religion

Deciding about religion is like deciding about anything else. You 
consider a “live option,” marshal what you take to be the relevant 
evidence and most potent contrary arguments, deliberate upon it 
all, and decide whether to adopt, adapt, or abandon that option.

#is picture of knowledge, however, is too simple. Knowing 
in any complex sphere of thought is not a straight- line inference 
from data to conclusion. Instead, our thinking is always dialec-
tical, a to- and- fro between information and interpretation. Most of 
what most of us read most of the time we can take in at a glance, 
or without much thought, and certainly without multiple readings. 
But serious intellectual work on di$cult matters requires more ef-
fort. We have an initial impression of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, formed 
from 5otsam and jetsam we’ve encountered in popular culture and 
family conversation. But then we see it performed well, and we form 
a much richer interpretation. From there, we might read the play, 
consult critics and historians about it, view other performances of 
it— and each experience not only enriches but in some ways alters, 
or even corrects, our previous interpretation.

#e rich parts of our lives— such as getting to (really) know other 
people, and especially our signi"cant others— are like this as well. 
So are politics, and art, and the other important themes of life. We 
come at them with some kind of pre- understanding; we then en-
counter them in a succession of experiences of particular bits and 
pieces; and we thus con"rm, modify, or replace our general un-
derstanding of the subject. We then, if we choose to do so, carry 
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on into further experiences, which feed back into our general 
understanding.

If we are circumspect, therefore, we do not claim to have arrived 
at the endpoint of any serious matter. We do not think of ourselves 
as having comprehended all the information there is to know and 
to have inferred from it indubitable conclusions of timeless truth. 
If we are appropriately modest, we think of our conception as “the 
best hypothesis so far,” one that is by de"nition open to revision, if 
not in fact replacement, as new data or interpretative options occur 
to us. #is openness is what keeps us from fanaticism, from the 
conviction that we are absolutely right and that nothing could pos-
sibly arise to alter our view.

To be sure, on various matters we might be very, very, very con-
"dent. A! "rst- year philosophy student home for #anksgiving 
dinner decides to provoke us with “How do you know you’re really 
a man dreaming he’s a butter5y, rather than a butter5y dreaming 
he’s a man?” We might smile indulgently and reply, “I don’t know 
with certainty that I!am not a butter5y. But I!have no good reason 
to suspect I!am a butter5y, and every good reason I!can think of to 
believe I!am a man. Please pass the gravy.” We spend precisely zero 
minutes that weekend wracked with existential doubt. Yet, at least 
theoretically, we remain open to alternatives, since we do not claim 
to be omniscient. #us the holiday can pass without shouting, at 
least over epistemology.

Religious knowledge is like that. We search for the best hypo-
thesis we can "nd to explain the information we think is pertinent, 
all the while remaining, at least theoretically, open to new data and 
new ways of seeing the data. #inking in these terms lets us do what 
we’re going to do in this book— namely, to start with a particular 
hypothesis (Christianity) and set out the grounds for its credibility. 
We can start anywhere we like— with intriguing data or with at-
tractive hypotheses, it doesn’t matter which— so long as we then go 
back and forth between information and interpretation to assess 
whether the idea we have in our hands is clear, coherent, correct, 
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comprehensive, and cogent. Having assessed its positive grounds, 
we can then assail it with the best arguments we can "nd against it. 
And if it can pass those tests, we compare how well it passed against 
any rival options we think worth considering. What emerges from 
this gauntlet is then what we believe— at least until we have reason 
to reconsider.9

Even this picture of how we think about anything, and about 
religion in particular, requires a little more qualification— for 
such “hermeneutical spirals” are not guaranteed to proceed 
in positive directions. One’s thinking can, in fact, get steadily 
worse. Originally, I! thought Keith was a nice enough fellow, 
but then he seemed to interfere with my work, and now I’m 
quite convinced he’s out to get me. Psychologists would warn 
me, of course, about one or another of the dozens of cognitive 
difficulties that might incline me to an increasingly incorrect 
view of the situation and of my workmate— problems such as 
“confirmation bias” and “attribution bias” and “paranoia” and 
so on. We tend to see what we want— or expect— to see, and we 
tend to believe to be true what confirms what we already be-
lieve to be true. We tend to interpret the world in our favor, so 
to speak, and against those we judge to be our enemies. I’m big, 
you’re fat, and my enemy is morbidly obese— even though our 
body mass indexes are exactly the same.

Such interpretative problems are compounded by social facts. In 
my late teens I!lived and worked for a while in West Texas. #ere 
was much to like and admire about that culture, but the easy racism 
was startling to me as a transplant from northern Canada. My 
supervisors seemed like good men— church deacons and Sunday 
school teachers, some of them— and they treated me with patience 
and good humor. But they also traded constantly in racist jokes— 
perhaps even more than usual, since there was what they called a 
“Canadian Yankee” among them whom they liked to tease. Clearly 
they lived in a white community of constantly and easily reinforced 
attitudes toward blacks and Hispanics.
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What was more insidious about the situation is that this white 
community so dominated life in West Texas that most of the non- 
white people who could possibly leave had le,. #us the reinforce-
ment of bias was realized in the actual experience of these white 
folks. #ey had literally never met a well- educated black person 
or Mexican, nor one in a position of professional authority. #eir 
prejudice literally altered the cognitive environment to remove 
contradictory data. #e hermeneutical spiral can bend away from 
the truth, rather than toward it, if su$ciently interfered with by our 
preferences.

We therefore have to take stock of the moral and social fact that 
our thinking about things is usually deeply a+ected by our interests, 
our hopes and fears, our longings and frustrations, our values, 
and our social situation. What, if anything, can we do about this 
dark fact?

First, we can pick our company. I!tell my undergraduate students, 
“If you want to get smarter, get smarter friends.” We tend to re-
semble our peers, so we should select those peers to help us make 
good decisions. In the case of religion, we can hardly expect to 
think straight about Mormonism if we converse only with bitter ex- 
Mormons or hardened religious skeptics. We can hardly expect to 
fairly consider Hinduism in the company only of fervent Christian 
converts from India who now think of Hinduism entirely and 
only in terms of dark idols in darkened temples dispensing darker 
magic. If we’re going to take a religious option seriously, we need to 
be among people who practice that religious option seriously— or 
at least spend a proper amount of time among such people so that 
the initial implausibility produced by sheer strangeness can wear 
o+ and proper investigation of the religion can proceed.

Second, we can widen the conversation to include people we can 
count on to see things di+erently from us and our peer group. If 
you’re a man, "nd out what women think. If you’re older, talk to 
younger people. If you’re middle- class, listen to those who aren’t. 
Diversity of viewpoint can only help you round out your view of 
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things, and perhaps even bring to light positive or negative infor-
mation otherwise unobtainable to those with your vantage point. 
At some time, in fact, you should even listen to those ex- Mormons 
or ex- Hindus to see what they have to o+er your thinking. Before 
making up your mind, you need to subject your hypotheses to the 
most searching antagonists you can "nd. Only then can your con"-
dence be justi"ed.

In fact, including people who don’t think as we do is vital to 
another crucial aspect of thought:! imagination. We all ignore 
options we judge to be implausible— not worth taking seriously. 
Life is short, and busy, and none of us can, or should, give equal 
time to every possible alternative whenever we think about some-
thing. We are therefore limited not only by our particular stores 
of information (what we know) and our particular reasoning 
abilities (what we can conclude from what we know), but also by 
our imaginations (what we can imagine might be true from what 
we know). Imagination is the crucial middle mode between intu-
ition (apprehending things) and reason (deciding about things). 
Søren Kierkegaard famously argued that the decline of faith among 
his contemporary nineteenth- century European intellectuals 
was not primarily a result of their encountering facts or theories 
that undermined Christianity. #eir apostasy was the result of a 
shrinking mental world, a steady reduction of what was thinkable 
to the plane of the material and quotidian, under the impressive 
prestige of natural science and technology. Encountering indis-
putably admirable believers helps us to widen the windows of our 
minds to at least consider alternatives that might be illuminating. 
Heeding the experiences of such people might keep us from 
uttering pronouncements such as, “I just can’t imagine a God who 
would!.!.!.!,” as if they are statements about the universe when they 
are simply admissions about the boundaries of our imaginations.

Finally, we can acknowledge the role of the will in our believing. 
Deciding among various understandings of God and the world is 
not merely a matter of the intellect:!“Let’s add up the arguments and 



@&0 (& A).:2) 29

evidence in columns A, B, and C and calculate which religious op-
tion comes out best.” Deciding about religious faith goes beyond 
analysis by the intellect to action by the will.

When it comes to most intellectual matters, to be sure, it seems 
that the will is irrelevant. One does not “choose” to believe some-
thing. One is either convinced by its warrants or not— or, in most 
instances, we would profess to be more or less convinced by the 
warrants at hand. When I! lecture on these subjects, I!sometimes 
raise my hand and o+er members of the audience a million dollars 
to believe that I!am holding up in front of them a bright blue parrot 
when I!am in fact merely dangling my car keys. Some people just 
laugh, but others scrunch up their faces, seem to turn on their 
imaginations full blast, and apparently really try to believe I!am 
holding a parrot. But try as they might to believe in that parrot, they 
simply can’t. We are convinced— we cannot choose to be convinced.

Some important elements of rationality, however, are indeed 
subject to our wills. We can decide which sources of information 
to investigate, and how thoroughly we will search. We can decide 
whether, and how seriously, to consider alternative points of view. 
We can decide whether to ask hard questions of our motives— or 
others’— and so on. To a considerable extent, in fact, our wills a+ect 
our thinking. At the last, though, we cannot help but believe what 
we think are the best- warranted concepts and to trust in what we 
think the evidence shows are the most reliable people.

If we grant that the will doesn’t have much to do once it comes 
time to actually decide about intellectual matters, the will nonethe-
less is clearly and importantly operative in every human decision 
to trust rather than merely to conclude. One "nally has to decide 
whether to get in that canoe, or leave one’s children with the sitter, 
or sign on the dotted line with one’s partner— or commit oneself to 
this or that religion. To commit oneself body and soul to someone 
or something need not require certainty— in the strict sense of 
“knowing I! am right about this and knowing, furthermore, that 
I!could not possibly be wrong.” And it’s a good thing, too, since the 
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act of faith is by de"nition going beyond what we think we know 
“for sure.” But we can commit ourselves to a cause, or a person, or 
a deity without holding anything back. We follow that particular 
road the best we can, moment by moment, day by day, until it gets 
us where we want to go— or turns out to be a false trail. #at’s all we 
can do. We can’t walk on two or more paths at once, but on only one 
at a time, however con"dent we may feel about this route. And we 
cannot walk any such path without willing at each moment to take 
each step— a step of faith.

#e will "gures in religious decisions in a more speci"c way, 
according to Christian doctrine. As we see in more detail in the 
chapters that follow, the fundamental human problem, according 
to the Christian explanation of things, is not ignorance (a de"-
ciency in the intellect), or deprivation (a de"ciency in our envi-
ronment), but sin (a defect in the soul). We are, in some important 
sense, alienated from God, even resistant toward God. God, a,er 
all, does cramp our style, limit our autonomy, humble our pride, 
and restrict our freedom— and who likes that?

We might nonetheless think that we would gladly choose the 
right path if God would just make things obvious, especially if God 
became visible and spoke to us audibly. You yourself might not 
think this way, but you may have had conversations with people 
who claimed that if God would just give them a sign, a miracle, an 
indubitable proof of the divine presence, they would believe. And, 
they imply, until God comes across this way, they will not believe.

According to the Hebrew Bible, however, a whole generation 
of Israelites experienced God’s local and tangible presence in the 
wilderness a,er the great escape from slavery in Egypt. Not only 
did they witness the thunder and lightning of Mount Sinai, but as 
they traveled on from there, God was right in their midst, in the 
“tent of meeting.” Moses would go in to consult with God “as a man 
speaks with his friend” (Exodus 33:11). With all of these warrants, 
did these witnesses to the presence of God therefore become espe-
cially devout?
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On the contrary. #ey proved to be whiny, greedy, impatient, 
and disobedient brats who kept demanding that God perform now 
according to their immediate whims or they would hu$ly march 
back to Egypt. God’s dramatic revelation of his existence, power, 
and goodness was apparently no guarantee of ongoing faith, much 
less of spiritual goodness or wisdom. God’s evident proximity was 
not the solution. It only made more obvious the real source of 
trouble:!the hearts of the people themselves. So God had to wait 
them out and bring the next generation into the Promised Land 
instead. And if we aren’t convinced by this story from the Old 
Testament, we might consider how people responded in the New 
Testament when, as Christians believe, God took human form and 
lived among us for several decades in the person of Jesus Christ. 
#at story, full of miracles performed in public, had a dreadfully 
unhappy ending.

No, the problem— again, from a Christian point of view— 
is rarely that God is far away. I!say “rarely” because I!respect the 
“dark night of the soul,” a sense of divine abandonment reported by 
believers at least as far back as the Psalms and as recently as Mother 
Teresa. But these experiences are generally reported by advanced 
spiritual practitioners.10 #e problem for most of us, most of the 
time, is what we tend to do with God. And before we’re done, we’ll 
have to address again this problem of the will in believing.

Are we getting ahead of ourselves, however, with all this talk of 
Exodus and Moses and Jesus? Perhaps. But it’s worth remembering 
once more as we set out together that we should check our atti-
tude and remember the in5uence of our wills, not just our minds. 
I!wouldn’t be a good guide if I!didn’t ask, Will we truly make our-
selves open to considering things di+erently? Or are we getting 
ready to go to “red alert” at the "rst sign of something challenging?

We need to see the question of religion as a matter of discovery, 
not of choice. Religions purport to be explanations of reality, maps 
to the (ultimately) real world. It would be perverse to say, “Well, 
I!concede that your map seems much more accurate. Still, I!prefer 
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mine because it makes me feel better about myself as it shows me to 
have made much more progress than your map indicates.” Deciding 
about religion has to be about what is true, not about what I!wish. 
So let’s see what the world’s most popular Map of Everything has 
to say.


