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Alvin Plantinga

Replies to my commentators

I deeply admire and appreciate this series of essays on my work, the more so
since they emanate from Germany with its magnificent philosophical tradition.

Ad Schönecker

I’m certainly grateful to Dieter Schönecker for his careful and detailed effort to
answer the question “What is Warranted Christian Belief all about?” And I’m
also perfectly willing to concede that, as Kant suggests in a different connection,
Schönecker may have a better answer to that question than I do. Nevertheless,
I’ll give it a try.

First Schönecker is certainly correct in saying that the main point of WCB is
not just the thought that if Christian belief is true, then very likely it does have
warrant (call this claim ‘TW’.) But then what is it? The first thing to see is that
WCB is a sequel to earlier works, in particular God and Other Minds and “Reason
and Belief in God”. It’s a sequel in the following way. In G&OM, I “set out to in-
vestigate the rational justification of belief in the existence of God . . . .” Howev-
er, I didn’t spend any time thinking about the meaning of “rational justification,”
taking for granted, in a sort of unreflective way, the usual understanding of that
notion current at that time. On this understanding, justification in general is de-
ontological, a matter of conforming to duty; and rational justification is a matter
of conforming to duties with respect to the formation and maintenance of belief.
Although there were few detailed investigations into the nature of rational justi-
fication, this deontological conception was often expressed, e.g., by Roderick
Chisholm, Brand Blanshard, Michael Scriven, and others. An earlier and partic-
ularly heartfelt expression of this view is found in W. K. Clifford, according to
whom

if a belief has been accepted on insufficient evidence, the pleasure is a stolen one. Not only
does it deceive ourselves by giving us a sense of power which we do not really possess, but
it is sinful . . . . To sum up, it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone to believe any-
thing upon insufficient evidence.

(William James remarks on the “robustious pathos” of Clifford’s cri de couer.)

In G&OM I simply assumed this deontological notion of ‘rational justification’
and argued that belief in God and belief in other minds were in the same boat
with respect to it. In RBG, I looked a bit more deeply into this idea of rational



justification, asking whether there are such (intellectual) duties, and if so,
whether a believer in God who doesn’t believe on the basis of (propositional) evi-
dence was in violation of them. I argued (among other things) that there do seem
to be intellectual duties, but that the believer who takes belief in God as basic is
not just as such in violation of them. Hence such belief is or can be properly
basic, i.e., basic with respect to deontological justification.

In WCB, I looked further into the notions of rational justification, rationality
and allied notions, concluding that there were three basic notions here: (1) jus-
tification taken deontologically, or at least in ethical terms, (2) rationality in a
sense involving the proper function of ratio, i.e., rational faculties, and (3) war-
rant, that property or quality a sufficient amount of which distinguishes know-
ledge from mere true belief. I asked which of these, if any are enjoyed by theistic
belief, but went on to ask the same question about explicitly Christian belief. So I
broadened the investigation undertaken in G&OM and R&BG in two ways: by
considering Christian belief as opposed to mere theistic belief, and by consider-
ing rationality and warrant as well as justification.

I took it to be fairly obvious that Christian belief is or can be deontologically
justified, even if taken in the basic way: one need be flouting no intellectual du-
ties in thus embracing it. I also thought it fairly obvious that (basic) Christian
belief is or can be internally rational; i.e., there need be no lack of proper func-
tion in the operation of cognitive faculties ‘downstream’ from experience. Here I
take experience to include ‘seemings’—for example, the seeming-to-be-true of
various propositions.

What about external rationality—what about experience and those seem-
ings? Here too, of course, there can be malfunction. Upon being appeared to
in a familiar fashion, it seems to me that I see a tree. Of course things could
go wrong; that way of being appeared to could fail to produce the appropriate
seeming-to-be-true, either producing no seeming at all, or producing an inappro-
priate seeming. Marx, I think, would concede that religious belief seems to many
to be true; but he claims that this seeming-to-be-true of religious belief arises
from some kind of malfunction of cognitive powers. This malfunction, further-
more, is due to some kind of pathology or malfunction in society itself; social
malfunction induces individual malfunction. I said it’s pretty obvious that Chris-
tian belief is or can be deontologically justified and internally rational; but it’s
not just obvious that Marx’s claim here—that this seeming is due to pathology
—is mistaken (although I certainly think it is mistaken).

People like Freud, on the other hand, argue that religious belief is a product
of wish-fulfillment. Here the suggestion is not that religious belief is a product of
cognitive faculties that are malfunctioning; belief on the basis of wish-fulfillment
is not necessarily a sign of cognitive malfunction. Wish fulfillment has its uses,
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and our cognitive architecture or design plan seems to have a place for it. Per-
haps I think I am more clever, or socially more adept, or less funny looking
than I actually am; this sort of mild illusion isn’t so much a sign of cognitive mal-
function as a mechanism that enables me to function better (for example, by
avoiding depression). So the problem with religious belief, according to Freud,
is not cognitive malfunction, but rather that the cognitive processes involved
in the formation and maintenance of religion belief are not aimed at the produc-
tion of true belief; they are instead aimed at the production of belief with some
other quality, such as the ability to carry on in this cold cruel world. And again, it
isn’t just obvious that Freud and his cohorts are wrong (though again, of course,
I think they are).

This brings us to warrant. I argued that a belief has warrant if it is produced
by cognitive powers that are functioning properly in a congenial epistemic envi-
ronment according to a design plan that is successfully aimed at truth. And once
more, it isn’t just obvious that religious beliefs meet this condition. It is clear,
however (even if not obvious) that (probably) Christian belief meets this condi-
tion if and only if it is true (and this is where TW fits in); for if it is true, then
probably the faculties that produce Christian belief—the internal witness of
the Holy spirit, for example—are indeed aimed at truth and functioning properly
in a congenial epistemic environment. I then went on to deal with several kinds
of potential defeaters.

As Schönecker points out, several people take TW (the thought that both
Christian and theistic belief are probably warranted if they are true) to be the
main thesis of WCB, and then express disappointment that I didn’t go on to
argue that Christian belief is in fact true. But TW is a small part of a much larger
project. First, I was aiming to make a contribution to specifically Christian phi-
losophy by presenting a model of the way in which Christian belief has or can
have warrant. But second, I was also trying to make a contribution to a conver-
sation about philosophy of religion among people of all sorts—believers and un-
believers alike. In that context, I wanted to argue that there aren’t any decent de
jure objections to Christian belief—that is, there aren’t any decent de jure argu-
ments that are not based on de facto arguments. I was arguing that the atheolo-
gian can’t sensibly object to the rationality of Christian belief without first object-
ing to its truth. This is a significant claim, for two reasons. First, many, perhaps
most atheological objectors, both to theistic and to more specifically Christian
belief, argue that Christian belief is irrational, without arguing that it is false.
Schönecker seems to doubt that there are all that many objectors of this kind.
But I should think there are: I’m thinking of the whole atheological evidentialist
tradition according to which Christian belief, whether true or false, is at any rate
irrational, just because there is insufficient evidence for it. Here W. K. Clifford
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would be an early and enthusiastic representative of this view (that “tone of ro-
bustious pathos”); others would be Brand Blanshard, Michael Scriven, and an
exceedingly strong oral tradition. And second, as far as I know, there aren’t
any decent arguments for the falsehood of Christian belief.

Why didn’t I go on to argue for the truth of Christian belief? Well, in the con-
text of a discussion involving both believers and unbelievers, such an argument
should have premises accepted by the majority of the parties to the discussion,
i.e, by unbelievers as well as believers. And the fact is I don’t know of any suf-
ficiently strong arguments of that sort for the truth of Christian belief. Of course I
do believe the Christian faith; indeed, I’d say, know that it is true (contrary to
Schönecker, p. 20). But this knowledge is a matter of faith. And as far as I can
see, there are no purely philosophical arguments sufficiently strong to undergird
serious Christian belief. As Schönecker points out, however, I do propose a pow-
erful (so I say, anyway) philosophical argument against the main current alter-
native to theistic belief, namely naturalism.

It’s worth noting, I think, that those who lament the fact that I produced no
such arguments do not for the most part themselves produce such arguments.
The exception would be Richard Swinburne, who does indeed put forth such ar-
guments. But Swinburne takes it that the belief that p is really just the belief that
p is more likely than not with respect to the relevant evidence; and surely no one
would think that I know p if the best I can say for it is that it is more probable
than not with respect to the relevant evidence.

So this is how I see the structure of WCB. On reflection, it certainly does look
fairly complicated; it is no wonder, perhaps, that many have misunderstood that
structure. Schönecker has certainly done us a service in so carefully and fully
canvassing this question.

Ad Tapp

I should like to begin by thanking Christian Tapp for his interesting discussion of
infinity and the possibility of reference to an infinite being. Much of what Tapp
says seems to me both insightful and clearly true. At a couple of places, however,
I find myself less than wholly convinced.

I took issue with Gordon Kaufman’s suggestion that God is really a mental
construct, not an actual person, and I suggested that it was absurd to suppose
that a mental construct had created the world; Tapp gently chides me for
being a bit uncharitable:

240 Alvin Plantinga



A real property such as ‘being creator’ is predicated of a mental construct—that is indeed
absurd.Wouldn’t it be a much more charitable interpretation of a Kantian standpoint to lo-
cate the predicated property ‘being creator’ also at the anti-realist reinterpretation level,
i.e., to take it too as some sort of mental construction (a mental construction that applies
to certain other mental construction as their property in a very special sense)? If one does
so, the absurdity is by far not that obvious. (p. 44).

I accept the criticism that I was insufficiently charitable towards Kaufman. But
I’m not sure how to construe Tapp’s suggestion as to how to be more charitable:
I don’t really understand his suggestion.

The idea seems to be this. Kaufman suggests that when we say, e.g., ‘God
has created the heavens and the earth,’ we ordinarily use the name ‘God,’ not
as the name of an omnipotent, omniscient wholly good person, but rather as
a name of a mental construct, something we have ourselves have brought into
being. Taken at face values, he seems to be thinking that we are then predicating
the property having created the heavens and the earth of a mental construct
(whatever that is). Tapp thinks of this as Kaufman’s proposing an anti-realist in-
terpretation of the word ‘God’: instead of referring to the being endorsed by the-
ism, we are really referring to a certain mental or imaginative construct. This
would be anti-realist in the way the nominalist is anti-realistic about universals:
the nominalist proposes that when we allegedly talk about universals, we are
really referring to linguistic items, names, nomina.

So far this makes good sense. But what is it to “locate the predicated prop-
erty ‘being a creator’ also at the anti-realist level, i.e., to take it too as some sort
of mental construction (a mental construction that applies to certain other men-
tal constructions as their property in a very special sense)”? To be anti-realist
about universals, as I’ve suggested, is to take it that there really aren’t any uni-
versals; what there are instead is names, nomina. To be anti-realist about horses,
by parity, would be to suggest that there really aren’t any such things as horses;
what there really are, are things of some other sort—maybe horse-images. To be
anti-realist about the property being a creator would be, I guess, to think that
there is no such thing as that property; what there is, is something different.
But what? What would this something different be? What sort of thing would
it be? Would it be some other property?

Here’s a suggestion—I don’t know whether it is close to what Tapp has in
mind. Perhaps he thinks the charitable way to construe Kaufman here is to
take him to be suggesting that when we say “God created the world” we are
not predicating the property creator of the world of a mental construct, but are
instead predicating of that construct the property of being such that if it were
not a mental construct but a concrete being, then that being would have created
the world.
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Does this make sense? I’m not sure.What I am sure of is that this is certainly
not how Christians or other theists think of what they are doing when, as they
assert that God has created the world, created us human beings in his image,
and so on. Nor is there any reason to believe that, contrary to what they
think, this is what they are really doing.

Tapp identifies another point at which he thinks I’m uncharitable to Kauf-
man. Kaufman suggests that we should reinterpret the grand claims of the Chris-
tian faith; for example, when we say, e.g., “God is real”, we should take this as
meaning “There are forces in the world that contribute to human flourishing”. I
took some umbrage at this, suggesting that it is at best misleading double talk,
enabling someone who is in fact an atheist or agnostic to appear to agree with
Christians, perhaps those Christians sitting in the pews of his congregation.

Tapp suggests that there is a more constructive way of understanding Kauf-
man: we should take him as suggesting a mapping from the sentences that ex-
press traditional Christian belief, to some other sentences having two properties:
(1) these sentences express propositions entailed by traditional Christian belief,
and (2) those propositions can also be accepted by contemporary secularists.
Doing this, says Tapp, “may be helpful for mystagogical and apologetic purpos-
es” (p. 50); it “represents something akin to a preliminary stage of Christian faith
for modern, rational and open-minded people” (p. 50). He says that “By Kauf-
man’s work, we may learn that an interpretation of Christian faith exists that
. . . makes sense, is morally appealing and in accordance with reason . . . and
strikes some necessary chords to enable a secular minded person to discover
his ‘religion musicality’ (Max Weber).” (p. 50)

Now I certainly appreciate Tapp’s apologetic concerns. But I’d like to make
two points. First, the sentences Kaufman proposes as the values of that mapping
are not in fact an interpretation of Christian belief. Not just any sentences en-
tailed by a given sentence are an interpretation of that sentence. You say “Ein-
stein was the greatest scientist of the twentieth century”; I propose to interpret
you as saying “Einstein probably took a science course in school”. You would
certainly have the right to say I haven’t interpreted what you said—not even
badly. What I attribute to you is not an interpretation of what you said—not
even a bad interpretation.

And second, even if Kaufman’s proposed substitutes are interpretations,
what is the point of making them? I have a hard time seeing them as of much
apologetic value. I tell my secular colleagues: here’s an interpretation of Christi-
an belief: when we say, for example, “God is real”, you can interpret that as “The
universe displays some forces that conduce to human flourishing”. I’d expect
them to reply something like “Well, if that’s all you mean, I’d say you’ve been
expressing yourself rather badly. I thought you were talking about God, a
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being who is eternal, all powerful, all-knowing and perfectly good, and claiming
that such a being really exists. Of course I agree that there are some forces that
conduce to human flourishing, but if that’s all you mean, why don’t you just say
it?”

I really can’t see how this reinterpretation is at all likely to lead my collea-
gues closer to Christian belief.

Ad Löffler

I really have little—little of importance, anyway—to say in response to Winfried
Löffler’s very interesting paper. I agree that my account of what he calls world-
view beliefs (such as that there are other persons, that here has been a past, that
time doesn’t reverse its direction, and the like) is underdeveloped, and that a
great deal more needs to be said about such beliefs. I agree that his 7-fold clas-
sification of beliefs is useful, perhaps more useful than my division of beliefs
into basic and non-basic beliefs. And I agree that world-view beliefs are very in-
teresting, and require something like special epistemological treatment.

Still, I’d like to make a couple of comments. Löffler suggests that I take these
world-view beliefs to be neither basic nor inferential: “InWarranted Christian Be-
lief we find a confirmation that these world-view beliefs are neither properly
basic nor inferential” (p. 70); he goes on to add a bit later, “the importance of
world-view beliefs remains rather underexplored and their positive epistemolog-
ical characterization remains open: if they are neither basic nor inferential, what
are they?” (p. 72). I don’t have the space, here, to explore this question in suffi-
cient detail and depth, but I’d like to make a suggestion or two.

In the first place, I was thinking of the basic/non-basic distinction as ex-
haustive: every belief (on the part of a given person, at a given time) is one or
the other but not both (and I’m prepared to take ‘inferential’ as a synonym for
‘non-basic’). A belief is basic if it is not accepted on the evidential basis of
other beliefs; otherwise it is non-basic. If so, however, I can’t follow Löffler in
the thought that world-view beliefs are neither basic nor inferential. So how
can we think of them?

Consider my belief that there are other persons. I start my cognitive life, pre-
sumably, by accepting beliefs that entail this belief—perhaps as a young child I
believe such things as Momma likes me, Daddy is angry with me, my little brother
tattles on me, and the like. According to to Löffler, “Spelled out in another termi-
nology, we may say that a world-view has a guiding function and provides the
necessary context and background in the light of which we understand our
world” (p. 77). But a small child may not have these world-view beliefs, at
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least not explicitly. As a small child, I may have remembered riding my tricycle
earlier in the day, but I probably had never formed the belief that there has been
a past.

Would it be right to say that when I believed this morning I rode my trike, I
believed the proposition there has been a past and other world-view propositions
in a sort of implicit or perhaps dispositional sense? According to Löffler “‘Believ-
ing’, of course, is taken here in the tacit, dispositional sense: you need not ac-
tually think of these contents, but on being asked about them, you would assent
to them. I think that any plausible analysis of belief systems relies on this sense
of believing” (p. 79, footnote 23). But is there any such sense of ‘believing’? It’s
true, certainly, that I presently believe many propositions that I’m not presently
thinking about or entertaining. I certainly believed, a moment ago, that China
has a large population, even though at that moment I was not thinking of or en-
tertaining that proposition. Someone who believes China has a large population
doesn’t go around always explicitly and consciously thinking the thought China
has a large population. Perhaps there are puzzles about such beliefs—beliefs that
one isn’t consciously entertaining—but surely there are such beliefs.

On the other hand, a proposition’s being such that if I were asked about it, I
would assent to it is not sufficient, I think, for my believing it. There are, first, the
usual problems with such counterfactual accounts (in response to the question
“Do I look good in this dress?” I would probably make an affirmative reply, what-
ever my actual belief on that head). Setting these pitfalls aside, I think we can
still see that being such that if asked, I would assent to the proposition p is insuf-
ficient for my believing p. For it might be that my hearing and considering the
question “What do you think about p? Is it true?” induces in me for the first
time a grasp of a concept the grasping of which is a necessary condition of be-
lieving p. Perhaps I have never thought about the fact that some numbers have
prime factors, and don’t have the concept of a prime factor of a number. By a
series of clever questions you get me to respond affirmatively to the question
“If the prime factors of a number are the prime numbers that exactly divide it,
are 2 and 3 the prime factors of 6 and 12?” Before you asked that question it
was true of me that if asked, I would respond affirmatively; it wasn’t true, so I
think, that before you asked that question I believed that proposition. I’d be in-
clined to think you don’t believe any proposition you have never explicitly con-
sidered.

But then what about such early beliefs as Momma likes me? The first times I
believe this, perhaps I don’t really believe such propositions as there are persons,
or there are other other persons, or there is such an affection as liking. Löffler
points out, however, that these world-view propositions seem to play an impor-
tant role with respect to beliefs such as Momma likes me. To quote him again,
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“Spelled out in another terminology, we may say that a world-view has a guiding
function and provides the necessary context and background in light of which
we understand our world” (p. 77). If I don’t initially believe these propositions,
however, how are they related to those early beliefs? That’s a very good question,
one to which at the moment I don’t know the answer.

My idea is that these world-view beliefs are in fact basic. Nevertheless, one
begins cognitive life without them. The question is whether one (typically) infers
them from other more specific beliefs. Of course they may differ here—perhaps
some such beliefs are basic and some are not. But consider the belief that there’s
been a past. First, I doubt very much that most or many people form this belief
by inferring it from more specific beliefs. I doubt, for example, that anyone would
reason like this: “I had breakfast a couple of hours ago; if so, there must have
been a past; therefore there has been a past”. On the other hand, this belief is
presumably not one anyone holds before forming such more specific beliefs as
Yesterday was a nice day or Daddy was here a minute ago. Perhaps it’s rather
that one forms this belief as soon as the question arises—which may be only
in a philosophy class. This belief is one that isn’t inferred from more specific tem-
poral beliefs (or indeed any other beliefs); one the other hand, we wouldn’t form
this belief unless we had had more specific temporally beliefs. So this more gen-
eral belief is in a way dependent upon more specific beliefs, but not by way of
being inferred from them.

Ad Wiertz

For the most part Oliver Wiertz understands me very well. I certainly appreciate
his elaborate and cogent defense of my project against the charge of circularity.
And I’m gratified to note that he recognizes that my AC model plays two quite
different roles: “In WCB Alvin Plantinga pursues two main goals: First, he wishes
to contribute to Christian apologetics by showing that if the Christian faith is
true, it is most likely in good epistemic order. Second, he wants to provide an
epistemology of theistic belief from a Christian perspective, and in so doing
make a contribution to Christian philosophy.” (p. 85) Just so.

I take it there are three main themes in Wiertz’s interesting paper. First, there
is the theme indicated by the title: the question whether my AC model is an ex-
ample of ideologically tainted philosophy. Second, there is the thought that my
response to the “son of Great Pumpkin” objection to my model is inadequate.
And third, there is the thought that, in WCB and perhaps else where, I am not
sufficiently sensitive to the difficulties of holding Christian belief in a pluralistic
western society: “Less mistaken, it seems to me, is the impression that Plantinga
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at times appears to underestimate the concrete epistemic situation of many intel-
lectual theists in contemporary, pluralist, liberal Western societies and conse-
quently the epistemic starting point for an apologetic for theism” (p. 111). I’ll
take these up in turn.

Is my AC model ideologically tainted? This depends, of course, on what ideo-
logical taint consists in, and here I had a bit of difficulty. What is ideological
taint?

For my purposes I define the basic idea of the pejorative use of “ideology” as a divergence
between the real underlying purpose of something and an ideology’s intellectual justifica-
tion for it. Characteristically, ideologies in this sense are not concerned with weighing the
reasons for and against the truth of a belief i.e. not concerned with the search for truth, but
rather about providing legitimacy for already fixed beliefs by providing them with an “in-
tellectual alibi” […]. As a result, ideologies are not open to critical inquiry but try to avoid it
at all costs […]. Ideology thus bars our access to reality. Correspondingly, Hans Kelsen has
defined “ideology” (in the pejorative sense) as “… a representation of the object which is
non-objective, influenced by subjective value judgments, concealing, transfiguring or dis-
figuring the object of knowledge …” (Wiertz, p. 84)

There are several ideas here. Ideologies are not concerned with weighing the rea-
sons for and against the truth of a belief, i.e., not concerned with the search for
truth, but rather about providing legitimacy for already fixed beliefs by provid-
ing them with an “intellectual alibi”. Well, I must confess that in WCB and else-
where I don’t engage in a search for the truth about theism or Christian belief,
although I do search for the truth about other things. I believe theism, as well
as Christian belief, is in fact true. But I’m not sure why this should be thought
improper. Consider a philosopher who firmly believes, e.g., that there are
other minds (or a past, or an external world, or that induction is trustworthy),
and then sets out to show how such belief could have warrant. This philosopher
doesn’t first produce arguments for the existence of other minds; she takes it for
granted that there are, and is interested in investigating how we could know
such a thing. Would it by way of an argument from analogy? Or by way of Tho-
mas Reid’s natural signs? Or what? Perhaps this could be construed as some-
thing like “providing legitimacy for already fixed beliefs” (I don’t know about
that ‘intellectual alibi’ part); but what is wrong with that? This philosopher
seems to me to be proceeding in a perfectly proper, untainted fashion.

A central part of the notion of ideology, it seems, is that it involves some
kind of deception (that “divergence between the real underlying purpose of
something and an ideology’s intellectual justification for it”). There is a kind
of dishonesty here, a pretending to do one thing when actually you are doing
something quite different. Marxists sometimes seem to be making such accusa-
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tions: liberal political theory, for example, poses as an investigation of certain
philosophical or political questions, but is in fact an effort to do something whol-
ly different: prop up an unjust and outmoded capitalist system. The ideologue, in
this sense, doesn’t really believe what he or she says, or at any rate doesn’t care
whether it is true: her aim, what she cares about, is quite different, lies in a dif-
ferent direction.

Well, if this is what ideology involves, I plead not guilty. I do indeed care
about the truth of what I say, and I do indeed believe what I say. As far as I
can see, there is no misdirection or deception or dishonesty involved in my AC
model. I used it to suggest a way to think about, from a Christian perspective,
how Christian belief has warrant; I also use it to show that de jure objections
to Christian belief presuppose de facto objections, in that if Christian belief is
true, then very likely it has warrant. I am perfectly willing to swear, in an Amer-
ican or German court of law, that this is what I believe.

Second, Wiertz believes that I don’t have a decent response to the Son-of-
Great-Pumpkin objection to my model. Now the Great Pumpkin objection is es-
sentially this: if, as I say, religious belief can be properly accepted in the basic
way, the same goes for any other belief, including bizarre beliefs like Linus’ be-
lief that the Great Pumpkin returns every Halloween. This objection is clearly a
nonstarter. Son-of Great Pumpkin (SGP), however, is a bit more formidable. I ar-
gued that theistic and Christian belief has a certain important property: they are
very likely warranted if they are true. This means that any de jure objection to
such belief will have to be grounded in a de facto objection; to argue that Chris-
tian or theist belief lacks warrant, one would first have to argue that such belief
isn’t true. Now according to (SGP), the same goes for any other belief, no matter
how absurd: for example, Great pumpkinism.Wiertz believes that I don’t have a
convincing rejoinder, because, he thinks, the argument I gave for the conclusion
that theistic belief has this warranted-if-true property can indeed be replicated
for any other belief.

This seems to me mistaken. I argued as follows. Suppose theism is true:
there is such a person as God: an all-powerful, all-knowing and perfectly good
person, who has created the world and created human kind in his own image.
If so, very likely God would want us human beings to know about his presence;
he would therefore have created us with a cognitive process whereby we do come
to know about his presence and properties. But then our belief in God would
meet the conditions necessary and sufficient for warrant. Now Wiertz argues
that the same story could be told by the Great Pumpkinist: if Great Pumpkinism
is true, there will be a sensus cucurbitatis which is the source of belief in the
Great Pumpkin; but such belief will then be warranted, so that if Great Pumpkin-
ism is true, then very likely it is warranted as well.
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But why think it likely that if Great Pumpkinism is true, there will be a sensus
cucurbitatis? Why think the Great Pumpkin has created us? Why think this
pumpkin would care about whether human beings know anything about it? In-
deed, why think this Great Pumpkin has any personal properties at all? Why
think it is conscious, capable of knowledge, and the like? All the story says is
that there is this very large and scary-looking pumpkin that returns to Linus’
pumpkin patch every Halloween. The argument for their being a sensus cucurbi-
tatis if Great Pumpkinism is true, has very little going for it.

Now of course Great Pumpkinism can be elaborated. We can add that the
Great pumpkin is indeed a person, and has created the world and us in his
image, and is all knowing; we can add that he loves the people he has created
and intends that they know about his presence and properties, and has therefore
created us with that sensus cucurbitatis. (And perhaps Wiertz is thinking of
Greaet Pumpkinism as thus as elaborated.) If we do this, however, then ‘the
Great Pumpkin’ seems to be no more than another name for God—with the ad-
dition, perhaps, that God has an unusual and hitherto undetected interest in
pumpkins.

It isn’t true, therefore, that just any bizarre belief has the property of being
warranted if true. But certainly Christian belief isn’t the only belief with that
property. Perhaps Judaism and Islam also have that property. Perhaps any
near relative of theism has the property. Well, perhaps so: but how exactly is
that a problem? My aim was to argue that Christian and theistic belief is warrant-
ed if true. Why is it a problem for me if Judaism and Islam also have that prop-
erty? Perhaps they too are such that if true, they are very likely warranted.

Wiertz goes on to suggest that

perhaps the one decisive weakness of the A/C model and Plantinga’s apologetic strategy
centering on this model […] becomes clear: Plantinga has no good (dialectical) reason
[…] to accept the truth of central theistic beliefs. Correspondingly, Plantinga’s remarks on
the sensus divinitatis and the proper basicality of central theistic beliefs in his A/C
model take the form of a conditional: if theistic beliefs are true, then they are most likely
the products of a properly functioning sensus divinitatis and therefore have warrant. But
the A/C model leaves open the following issues: the question of the truth of theism, the
reasons for the truth of theistic belief, and the reasons for believing in the existence of a
properly functioning sensus divinitatis. (p. 95 f.)

Here I’m not convinced. A dialectical reason for theistic belief, says Wiertz, is a
reason which is accepted by all parties as a reason (footnote 39)—all who take
part in the discussion, I take it. But why must I propose such reasons for my proj-
ect to succeed? As Wiertz says, there are two parts to my project: (a) contribute to
Christian philosophy by proposing a good way to think about the epistemology
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of religious (Christian theistic) belief, and (b) show that there aren’t any decent
de jure objections that do not presuppose de facto objections. Clearly the success
of (a) doesn’t require having dialectical reasons for the truth of theistic or Chris-
tian belief; but neither does (b). What’s required for the success of (b), perhaps,
is having dialectical reasons for the proposition that if the A/C model is possibly
true, if things could be the way the A/C model suggests, then de jure objections
to Christian belief presuppose de facto objection. But I did propose what I took to
be dialectical reasons for that.

Finally, a word about underestimating “the concrete epistemic situation of
many intellectual theists in contemporary, pluralist, liberal Western societies”
(p. 111). Perhaps I should just plead guilty here. But I don’t think the facts of plu-
ralism really offer a defeater for Christian belief—anymore than the fact of phil-
osophical pluralism offers a defeater for each philosophical view. On the other
hand, I do recognize that there is psychological difficulty in maintaining a posi-
tion or way of thinking that is rejected by your colleagues and others around you.
One can feel beleagured, out of step, a bit weird. When I began my career at
Wayne State University, my colleagues were gifted philosophers whom I ad-
mired, respected, and liked. They were also atheists or agnostics, and I did
feel beleagured, and out of step, and a bit weird. But what are we to make of
that from a philosophical point of view? For a partial answer, see my reply to
Anita Renusch, below.

Ad Schärtl

Many thanks to Thomas Schärtl for his intriguing comments on WCB. There is a
good bit of what Schärtl says that I can’t claim to understand, perhaps for the
same reason that there are substantial swaths of Wittgenstein, Rush Rhees,
and D. Z. Phillips that I can’t claim to understand. There is also a good bit of
Schärtl’s comments I do understand and with which I wholly agree. But there
are also some areas where I think I understand him, and disagree.

There is one area in particular, I think, where Schärtl and I do not see eye to
eye. He apparently believes that philosophy must be in some sense neutral, or
must have a neutral starting point, or something like that. Perhaps the idea is
that a properly philosophical treatment of a problem or topic must employ, as
premises or means of interpretation, only propositions that are accepted by all
or most of those who address that problem; or perhaps he thinks that only the
deliverances of reason can be used here. Theology, no doubt, can appeal to theo-
logical presuppositions or beliefs, but philosophy must be neutral: “And isn’t the
whole idea of a human nature equipped with a cognitive capacity that secures
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the ‘production’ of reliably basic beliefs a rather theological answer to a philo-
sophical problem? (p. 115 f.) Elsewhere he says:

In this paragraph Alvin Plantinga very clearly reveals that his concept of a sensus divinitatis
is plain Barthianism in disguise. Let’s name it: what in fact makes the Christian believer
superior to a non-Christian believer is revelation. As long as she can count on revelation
as an additional source to gain knowledge, she has the right not to be ashamed of feeling
superior. I have to admit that this is an attractive position theologically; nevertheless, phil-
osophically it is disastrous because the appeal to revelation does no good in the philoso-
phers’ rulebooks. (p. 128)

Here I must demure. There are many different philosophical projects, and philo-
sophical projects of many different kinds. Take naturalism to be the view that
there is no such person as God or anything like God. One philosophical project
would be that of trying to convince others that naturalism is in fact the truth of
the matter: here arguments from premises that are widely accepted, or perhaps
arguments from the deliverances of reason would be appropriate. And another
perfectly proper philosophical project, one that is in fact widely practiced, is
that of trying to give a naturalistic understanding of, say, human action, or
the development of the kind of cognitive capacities human beings actually
have, including the ability to successfully pursue advanced mathematics, sci-
ence, and philosophy. Here one takes naturalism for granted and then tries to
give an account of various phenomena. This is a perfectly sensible philosophical
project, and he who pursues this project is not under a prior obligation to con-
vince other philosophers that naturalism is in fact true.

But the same goes for Christian philosophers. One project, that associated
with natural theology, would be an attempt to persuade others of the truth of
theism, or Christianity. Today’s foremost exponent of this project would be Ri-
chard Swinburne, with his sophisticated and powerful arguments for the truth
of theism, and for at least certain portions of Christian belief. But another and
equally proper project is that of starting from Christian belief, working at the
question philosophers ask and answer, the topics and problems they pursue
and address, from the perspective of Christian belief.

Christian philosophers have a perfect right to start with the views they hold
as Christians; these are quite as suitable as starting points for philosophical in-
quiry as the naturalistic perspective from which most contemporary philoso-
phers do in fact start. Christian philosophers who pursue this project are
under no obligation first to prove that Christianity or theism follow from or
are probable with respect to premises widely accepted in the contemporary sec-
ular philosophical academy before trying to work out its implications for episte-
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mology and ontology, for ethics and logic, for aesthetics and philosophy of
mathematics.

In this spirit I set out to develop an epistemological account of specifically
Christian belief. Here the aim was to start from the truth of the great things of the
gospel, as Jonathan Edwards called them, and come up with a satisfying account
of its epistemology. My account involved (borrowing from John Calvin) both a
sensus divinitatis and an internal witness of the Holy Spirit.

Now Schärtl points out that

No atheist is going to buy that referring to the possibility-wise unrefutable claim that there
might exist a sensus divinitatis (strengthened by IIHS) will be enough to establish the reli-
gious believer’s entitlement to be considered rational; to the atheist the whole strategy
might look like a sophisticated way of religious people to duck and to henceforth ignore
the ‘gunfire’ of an enlightenment and post-enlightenment critique of religion (p. 120).

I suspect this is true: it is also irrelevant. The aim, here, is not to persuade the
atheist that Christian belief is rational or warranted; the aim instead is to pro-
pose a sensible way for the Christian, philosopher or not, to think about the epis-
temology of theistic and/or Christian belief. The success of this project does not
depend upon convincing or gaining the approval of the atheist.

But this is not the only project involving the Sensus Divinitatis and the IIHS.
I also aim to show that there are no decent de jure objections to Christian belief
that do not presuppose the falsehood of Christian belief: de jure objections pre-
suppose de facto objections. As I put it in the Preface to WCB,

This book can be thought of in at least two quite different ways. On the one hand, it is an
exercise in apologetics and philosophy of religion, an attempt to demonstrate the failure of
a range of objections to Christian belief. De jure objections, so the argument goes, are either
obviously implausible, like those based on the claim that Christian belief is not or cannot
be justified, or else they presuppose that Christian belief is not true, as with those based on
the claim that Christian belief lacks external rational or lacks warrant. Hence there aren’t
any decent de jure objections that do not depend on de facto objections. (p. XIII)

In this second project it would not be appropriate to start from Christian belief;
this is a project or argument addressed to all philosophers (and any one else who
is interested) not just Christians. And here what I offer to the non-Christian or
nontheist philosopher is the proposition that if Christian belief is true, then
(very likely) it has warrant, and has it in something like the way the model sug-
gests. Given that there is no independent route to determining the warrant of
Christian or theistic belief, it follows that there aren’t any decent de jure objec-
tions that do not presuppose the falsehood of such belief.
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Of course there is much more to be addressed in Schärtl’s stimulating com-
ments; Schärtl starts far more hares than I can chase. The rest will have to wait
for another time.

Ad Renusch

Anita Renusch’s thoughtful paper has much to be said for—for example her thor-
ough and insightful account of epistemic peerhood and the difficulties of deter-
mining it. I am not sure, however, that (or where) she and I disagree. She begins
her section 6, “conclusion”, by saying, “So contrary to Plantinga’s assumption
that the awareness of religious disagreement need not undermine confidence
in Christian beliefs, it still does for many religious believers.” (p. 166) But I
don’t see the contrariety here. I did indeed say that awareness of religious disa-
greement need not undermine confidence in Christian belief; but I also said,
“For at least some Christian believers, an awareness of the enormous variety
of human religious responses does seem to reduce the level of confidence in
their own Christian belief” (WCB, 456).

Still, I think we do have significant disagreement. She reports me as arguing
“that Christians need not regard people holding contradictory claims to be true
as their epistemic peers and that they in fact do not do so” (p. 166) and goes on to
say that her target is this proposition. This target proposition, the one Renusch
takes issue with, has two parts: (a) Christians need not regard people holding
contradictory claims (i.e., claims inconsistent with Christian belief) to be true
as their epistemic peers, and (b) Christians in fact do not hold such people to
be their epistemic peers.With respect to (b), I don’t have a lot to say. Peerhood,
of course, varies from topic to topic; I take my departmental colleagues to be my
peers with respect to philosophy, but not with respect to rock-climbing (or my
own personal history), about which I know more than they do. So the question
is whether Christians do or don’t take it that people who reject Christian belief
are their epistemic peers with respect to Christian belief. I don’t think I said
much about that one way or the other; I suppose the right answer is that
some Christians do and others don’t. Perhaps most don’t, because taking it
that someone with views contradictory to yours is your epistemic peer with re-
spect to the topic of those views would tend to make it hard to continue to
hold those views.

I’m more interested in the other question, i.e., the question whether Christi-
ans need to regard as their peers people who hold views inconsistent with Chris-
tian belief. I think Renusch believes the answer is ‘yes’: “Contrary to Plantinga, I
hold that many Christians have reason for regarding (some of) their religious dis-
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senters as their epistemic peers and that they thus have a religious peer disagree-
ment.” (p. 166) So do Christians need to regard non-Christians as their epistemic
peers with respect to Christian belief? The first question is: need for what? Here
the possibilities would seem to be (1) for justification, (2) for rationality, and (3)
for warrant.

What about justification? Suppose a Christian thinks people with religious
views contrary to hers are not her epistemic peers with respect to such views:
can she be within her epistemic rights in so thinking? Can she be justified? In
my first philosophy position, at Wayne State University in Detroit, I had as col-
leagues a number of other young philosophers, all of them extremely competent
and some with better philosophical training than I had. I respected them greatly,
and thought of them in general, at least, as my philosophical peers or maybe my
philosophical betters. I also liked them immensely, and as it turned out we had
great camaraderie and made common cause on many philosophical ventures.
But, as it also turned out, they were all agnostics or atheists. Did I have reason
to regard them as my philosophical peers with respect to the question of theism?

Given my esteem for these colleagues, I of course took their views seriously;
how could I fail to? But the more I thought about God, the more it seemed to me
that there really was such a person. In church I sometimes felt very close to God,
as also in prayer, in reading the Bible, and in some other circumstances, for ex-
ample in the mountains. I was inclined to doubt that the same was true of my
colleagues; they didn’t go to church, and, as far as I knew, they didn’t pray or
read the Bible. So I doubted that they had the same kind of religious experience
as I had. This led me to doubt that they were my epistemic peers with respect to
belief in God. As far as I can see, I wasn’t going contrary to any epistemic duties
in so thinking.

Furthermore, it really wasn’t within my power to cease believing. Indeed, it
is seldom within one’s power to adopt or reject a given belief. So presumably I
was within my rights in holding the belief in question; but wouldn’t I then be
entirely sensible, and entirely within my rights in concluding that someone
who held beliefs incompatible with that one wasn’t really my epistemic par
with respect to that belief? I am therefore inclined to think that a person who
believes in God need not, on pain of being unjustified, believe that those who
don’t accept such beliefs are her epistemic peers.

What about rationality? Does my doubting that my colleagues were my epis-
temic peers with respect to theism go contrary to my evidence, or to some deliv-
erance of reason? Again, I can’t see how. I take it there was nothing contrary to
reason in my belief in God; after all, as I said, in at least some circumstances it
seemed to me that I was experiencing God’s presence. But then if I doubted that
the same was true for my unbelieving colleagues, it wouldn’t be going contrary
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to my evidence to doubt that they were my epistemic peers on this particular
topic.

How about warrant? Would my belief that my colleagues were not my epis-
temic peers on this topic have warrant, that property which distinguishes or
quality enough of which distinguishes knowledge from mere true belief? I
think of warrant (roughly) as follows; a belief has warrant for me if it is produced
by cognitive faculties functioning properly in a congenial epistemic environ-
ment, according to a design plan successfully aimed at truth. As I argue in
WCB, (probably) my belief in God has warrant just if it is true. So if theism is
true, my belief in God has warrant. But then if that belief has warrant, and I
go on to infer that my unbelieving colleagues are not my epistemic peers, that
belief too, I should think, would have warrant. After all it is inferred from beliefs
that have warrant. On the other hand, if my belief in God lacks warrant, then pre-
sumably the same would go for my belief that my unbelieving colleagues are not
my epistemic peers with respect to theism.

Return to the other branch of Renusch’s thesis: that many Christians have
reason to think that their unbelieving friends or colleagues are their epistemic
peers. I’m inclined to doubt that this is true. But it is also true that the wide prev-
alence or currency of unbelief in our secular society, in particular among the in-
tellectual elite of our secular society, makes it more difficult for Christians to
maintain a robust faith.We human beings are social animals, heavily influenced
by our peers, and that, whether or not those peers are our epistemic peers. Those
Christians who are not surrounded by unbelievers are in this respect blessed;
and unbelief itself is a trial for Christians.

I therefore remain unconvinced that Christians need not take their unbeliev-
ing colleagues to be their epistemic peers with respect to belief in God or more
specifically with respect to Christian belief. I do agree, though, that our currently
secular intellectual environment poses special problems for Christians and may
make it more difficult to maintain robust Christian belief.

Ad Plasger

As Georg Plasger suggests in his impressive paper, I do indeed develop my ideas
on the epistemology of theistic and Christian belief in constant dialogue with
John Calvin. I take it my Aquinas/Calvin model is at least fairly close to what Cal-
vin had in mind with respect to the epistemology of Christian and theistic belief.
Of course Calvin wasn’t first of all an epistemologist, and, as far as that goes,was
also not first of all a systematic theologian. As many have pointed out, his main
interests were for the most part practical, not theoretical.
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By the same token, my central interest in Calvin was (and is) not to try to
figure out precisely what his views were on this topic, and then propose or
adopt those views. Indeed, since Calvin isn’t primarily a systematic theologian,
it is sometimes not at all easy to figure out just what his views were. Further-
more, as I said, Calvin wasn’t an epistemologist. In the effort to develop an ad-
equate epistemology of Christian and/or theistic belief, therefore, one can’t sim-
ply present Calvin’s views as such an epistemology. My aim was to develop such
an epistemology, and Calvin played into this effort as a source of some general
ideas—ideas that I proposed to develop in my own way, whatever Calvin had in
mind. As I said somewhere, it’s my model, not Calvin’s.

Still, I think Plasger sometimes mistakenly attributes to me certain under-
standings of Calvin. For example, he says (p. 170) “According to Calvin, as Plan-
tinga understands him, faith originates from this innate human knowledge of
God, which displays itself in various forms. . .” That’s not what I was thinking:
as I understand Calvin, faith, as he defines it anyway, doesn’t originate in this
innate natural knowledge of God; it is instead a product of the “internal witness
of the Holy Spirit”. As Calvin puts his definition, faith is “a sure and certain
knowledge of the Divine benevolence toward us, which being founded upon
the truth of the gratuitous promise in Christ is both revealed to our minds and
sealed in our hearts by the Holy Spirit.” I take it Calvin doesn’t see the sensus
divinitatis as the origin of this “sure and certain knowledge”. As I understand
him, Calvin sees the sensus divinitatis as wounded, corrupted, overlaid by sin.
Furthermore, faith has to do with “the gratuitous promise in Christ”; the sensus
divinitatis, on the other hand, doesn’t produce belief in or knowledge of Christ
and his works.

Also, according to Plasger, “One of Plantinga’s theses is that the semen re-
ligionis or the sensus divinitatis is the foundation out of which faith is formed
because it is the ‘disposition … to form beliefs’” (p. 182). Here there is misunder-
standing. I wasn’t thinking that the sensus divinitatis or the semen religionis is the
foundation out of which faith is formed. In my model, I do take the sensus divini-
tatis to be a disposition to form certain beliefs—certain beliefs about God. But
that doesn’t mean that it is the foundation of faith. Perhaps the confusion
here is due to the fact that ‘belief ’ and faith’ are sometimes taken as synonyms.
But I wasn’t so taking them: I was following Calvin in taking faith to be “a sure
and certain knowledge of God’s benevolence to us…”, while I was taking belief
much more broadly. For example, my endorsement of the propositions that
China is a large country and that water freezes at 32 degrees Fahrenheit are ex-
amples of belief, but not, of course, of faith.

In this same connection, Plasger thinks I propose, in my model, that “this
innate ability to recognize God is basically able to form the correct faith in
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God” (p. 183). This isn’t part of my model. I take faith, on its cognitive side, to be
a grasp or apprehension of or belief in the great things of the gospel—for exam-
ple, the salvific work of Christ; this belief, and the accompanying affections, is
the result of the Internal Instigation of the Holy Spirit. The sensus divinitatis,
on the other hand, does not produce belief in the great things of the gospel.
Had it not been for sin, the sensus divinitatis would no doubt have functioned
differently; but it would not have produced belief in the great things of the gos-
pel—just because, had it not been for sin, God’s grand scheme of salvation for us
sinners would not have been necessary.

Plasger also says (p. 184) “Plantinga had claimed that, according to Calvin
faith and the correct worship of God remain based on the semen religionis.”
But I didn’t state that, and certainly didn’t intend that. I’d say instead that ac-
cording to Calvin, because of human sin, God instituted his grand scheme of sal-
vation for sinners. He then went beyond the provisions of the sensus divinitatis
and, as Plasger nicely puts it, “God himself now comes to humans by his Holy
Spirit and gives knowledge of Himself in that way” (p. 184).

In sections 2 and 3 of his paper, Plasger, as I understand him, appears to me
to be arguing that according to Calvin there really is no knowledge or apprehen-
sion of God. Rather, any kind of knowledge of God, according to Calvin, is a re-
sult of faith. Here I must defer to his expertise; I am not a Calvin scholar and
Plasger is. I should point out, though, that the experts differ here; some experts
do think that according to Calvin, there is a natural knowledge of God, even if it
is impeded and distorted by sin. Here is a dilemma that confronts us non-ex-
perts: the experts don’t agree! So then what is a poor non-expert to do?

Nevertheless, I should have thought that the passage Plasger quotes on
p. 178 f. strongly implies that Calvin thought human beings, all human beings,
or perhaps all normal human beings, perceive that there is a God and that he
is their maker: “Since, therefore, men one and all perceive that there is a God
that he is their Maker, they are condemned by their own testimony because
they have failed to honor him and to consecrate their lives to his will” (Institutes
I, 3, 1). It therefore puzzles me when Plasger says, “thus for Calvin it is essential
that despite this activity of God, which is seen in creation, humans display no
knowledge of God” (p. 179). He also says: “For this awareness of a god, which
exists in every human being, is—according to Calvin—limited to the fact that hu-
mans can realize that they are sinners” (p. 182). But if all I know about God is
that I am a sinner, can I properly be said to “perceive that there is a God”? I
don’t see how. Perhaps, indeed, the fact that I am a sinner entails that there is
such a person as God, for perhaps the notion of sin presupposes a divine Law-
giver. And perhaps someone might think that if I know a proposition p, and p
entails some other proposition q, then I must know that proposition q. But of
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course this would be an error; the fact that I know p and that p entails q does not
entail that I know q, or even that I believe q, or even that I could understand q if
it were proposed to me. For example, I know the (Peano) axioms for arithmetic; I
certainly don’t know or believe all of the theorems, and in fact some of those the-
orems are such that I couldn’t even grasp them.

In conclusion I’d like to stress the main point: I wasn’t proposing an inter-
pretation of Calvin (and haven’t read nearly all of Calvin), and I’m certainly pre-
pared to defer to Plasger’s expertise in these matters. My A/C model is indeed
inspired by Calvin; once more, however, it’s my model, not Calvin’s.

Ad Illies

There is much to admire in Christian Illies’ paper. For example, he points out (p.
206) that “there are (second-order) reasons we could think as to why God should
conceal his first-order reasons for allowing evil and suffering to be part of our
world”, and then he proposes some plausible such second-order reasons.
There is also much that calls for comment in what he says; I shall be able to
reply to only a bit of his rich and thoughtful paper.

First, there is what Illies calls “Plantinga’s possible-worlds-argument” (p.
193). I was thinking as follows: if we believe there are or could be other univers-
es, on the order of the other universes in the many-worlds response to fine-tun-
ing arguments, perhaps we could suppose that God creates all those universes or
worlds where there is a balance of good over evil. In many of these worlds there
will be quite a lot of evil, although in none of them will there be more evil than
good. If we did think along these lines, we could hardly suppose that the exis-
tence of evil in our world or even of a great deal of it, is serious evidence against
theism.

By way of comment, Illies suggests that “the atheist will ask: why should
God not restrict himself to creating only those worlds where evil is marginal?”
(p. 201) The answer, I should think, is that the existence of a world which is
on balance good—a world in which there is more good than evil—contributes
to the total value in the universe (or multiverse). But then he goes on to say
just a bit later: “Similarly, even if there are many possible worlds with different
balances of good and evil, God has to explain why he created our world with all
its atrocities and why he did not restrict himself to creating only worlds with an
overall positive balance.” (p. 202) Well, of course God doesn’t really have to ex-
plain himself to us on this or any other topic. I was supposing, however, that this
world—the world in which we find ourselves—is a world with an overall positive
balance. I’d certainly agree that if our world has a negative balance, if there is
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more evil than good in it, then it would be really hard to see why God would have
created it.

I’d like to go on a bit more about why I think our world is a very good world.Y
Suppose initially we think about the matter as follows. God intends to create a
world. He considers all the uncountably many possible worlds, each with its
own degree of excellence or value. How shall we think of the value or goodness
of a possible world? Well, what sorts of things are good or valuable or excellent,
on the one hand, or bad or unhappy or deplorable on the other? What are good-
making qualities among worlds—what sort of features will make one world bet-
ter than another? Here one thinks, for example, of the amount of creaturely hap-
piness; a world with a great deal of creaturely happiness (i.e., a world such that
if it were actual, there would be a great deal of creaturely happiness) is so far
forth a better world than one in which there is little such happiness. Other char-
acteristics on which the goodness of a world depends would be the amount of
beauty, justice, creaturely goodness, performance of duty, and the like. The exis-
tence of creatures who conform to the divine law to love God above all and their
neighbor as themselves (which presumably holds not just for humans but for
other rational creatures—angels, other rational species in our universe, if there
are any others) would also be an important determinant of a world’s goodness
or excellence. And of course there are also badmaking characteristics of a
world: containing suffering, pain, creaturely rejection of God, hatred, sin and
the like. Fundamentally, a world W is a better world than a world W* just if
God would prefer the actuality of W to the actuality of W*.

However, there is another quite different sort of good-making characteristic
of our world—one that isn’t present in all worlds—that towers enormously above
all the rest of the contingent states of affairs included in our world: the unthink-
ably great good of divine Incarnation and Atonement. Jesus Christ, the second
person of the divine trinity, incomparably good, holy, and sinless, was willing
to empty himself, to take on our flesh and become incarnate, and to suffer
and die so that we human beings can have life and be reconciled to the Father.
In order to accomplish this, he was willing to undergo suffering of a depth and
intensity we cannot so much as imagine, including even the shattering climax of
being abandoned by God the Father himself: “My God, My God, why have you
forsaken me?” God the Father, the first being of the whole universe, perfectly
good and holy, all-powerful and all-knowing, was willing to permit his Son to

� The next page or so summarizes what I explain in more detail in “Supralapsarianism, or ‘O
Felix Culpa’” (in Peter van Inwagen, ed., Christian Faith and the Problem of Evil (Grand Rapids,
2004), pp. 48 ff.
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undergo this suffering, and to undergo enormous suffering himself, in order to
make it possible for us human beings to be reconciled to him. And this in
face of the fact that we have turned our back upon God, have rejected him,
are sunk in sin, indeed, are inclined, as the Heidelberg Catechism puts it, “to re-
sent God and our neighbor”. Could there be a display of love to rival this? More to
the present purpose, could there be a good-making feature of a world to rival
this?

I don’t think there could be. So I conclude that many of the very best possi-
ble worlds include Incarnation and Atonement. But then those worlds also in-
clude sin, and its resultant misery and suffering—and not just a tiny bit of sin,
as of a peccadillo on the part of an otherwise admirably disposed angel. If
there is to be a proper proportionality between sin and its remedy, there will
have to be a very considerable amount of sin. Hence I am inclined to think
the answer to the question “Why does God create a world in which there is a
great deal of sin and suffering and evil?” is “Some of the very best possible
worlds contain a great deal of sin and suffering.”

In the brief space I still have left, I’d like to reply to one further problem Il-
lies finds (3.4): it’s not clear to him who I was addressing. Some of what I say
seems directed to Christians and involves, among other things, suggestions as
to how Christians should think about sin and evil. Other parts of what I say sug-
gest that I am addressing a wider audience, including some who may be on the
fence. Who am I actually addressing?

The answer, as I said in the Preface, is that I was undertaking two quite dif-
ferent projects. One was to contribute to “Christian philosophy” by suggesting
how Christians can sensibly think about justification and warrant, and the war-
rant enjoyed by theistic and Christian belief. The other was to respond to a cer-
tain sort of objection to Christian and theistic belief. The first project is really ad-
dressed to Christians, although others might find it interesting to see how
Christians do or can think about these epistemological problems (just as Chris-
tians might be interested in seeing how naturalists think about the epistemolog-
ical questions that arise for them). This project, naturally enough, involves as
presupposition the whole Christian way of thinking about the world, and is
not designed to convince those who don’t accept Christian belief.

The second project is addressed to people more generally, whether Christian
or not. And here the aim is to show that a certain kind of objection to the ration-
ality of Christian belief doesn’t hold: the sort of objection that attacks the ration-
ality of Christian belief without addressing the question whether Christian belief
is true—i.e., in the terminology of the book, de jure objections that don’t presup-
pose de facto objections. An example would be the so-called evidentialist objec-
tion: the thought that Christian or theistic belief is irrational because there isn’t
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sufficient (propositional) evidence for it. The claim is that this is so whether or
not Christian belief is true: either way, it’s irrational, because either way there is
insufficient evidence for it. (As I pointed out in my reply to Schönecker this is a
very common objection, perhaps the most common objection.) Here I am ad-
dressing people generally, and I expect or at least hope that the fence sitter
with respect to the viability of such objections will jump off on my side. Indeed,
I hope at least some of those who offer that sort of objection will reconsider.

Ad Nickel

I turn finally to Gregor Nickel’s mathematical ruminations on probability, as
treated in particular in mathematics, but also in philosophy. I found his contri-
bution of great interest, but also in spots a bit puzzling. I’ll mention a couple of
such spots.

First, ‘intrinsic’ or ‘absolute’ probability. Nickel intends to have no truck with
such probabilities, but attributes to me the thought that such probabilities do in-
deed exist. This is certainly beyond reproach, since in WCB, p. 272, fn. 58, I say,
“The absolute or logical probability of a proposition would then be its probability
with respect to a necessary truth”. Here I was thinking, perhaps incautiously,
that for any proposition A, there is such a thing as the probability of A on any
necessary truth, or, equivalently, on the conjunction of all the necessary truths.
Here I’m thinking of all propositions, not some particular class of propositions.
Nickel apparently doesn’t agree, citing the fact that any ascription of probability
must be relativised to a particular model or context. But why does he think so?
Here he cites the paradox of the two envelopes (p. 219), and points out that some
perhaps initially not implausible ascriptions of probability (assigning a probabil-
ity of .5 to each of

(1) the other envelope contains twice what mine does

and

(2) the other envelope contains half what mine does)

leads to trouble. This is certainly correct; but accepting absolute or logical prob-
abilities does not require one to ascribe those particular offending probabilities
to (1) and (2).

He is also right in pointing out that a realistic assignment of probabilities
here will depend on many other considerations: how much my envelope con-

260 Alvin Plantinga



tains, who is handing out these envelopes, how much money they have or are
likely to have, and the like. Now suppose we abstract away from all considera-
tions, and insist on asking after the probability of these propositions on nothing
but necessary truths. Here we find ourselves completely at a loss. How can we
make so much as a stab at these probabilities? We can’t sensibly appeal to a prin-
ciple of indifference here, arguing that since our evidence doesn’t distinguish be-
tween (1) and (2), we should assign them the same probabilities; the problem is,
of course, that there are any number of other propositions p such that our evi-
dence doesn’t distinguish between (1) and p. For example there is

(1) the other envelope contains four times what my envelope contains;

following that principle of indifference here as well would lead to obvious trou-
ble. So what would be the absolute probabilities of these propositions? Do we
have even the faintest idea? This problem is even more obvious if we think
about propositions such as Paul is riding his bicycle just now or there are three
flying donkeys: what is the probability of these propositions on necessary truths?
So perhaps the best way to understand Nickel’s aversion to absolute or intrinsic
probabilities as the entirely correct claim that even if there are such probabilities,
in many contexts they will be of no earthly use.

Second, a comment on epistemic probabilities. Aristotle distinguished two
kinds of probability, one having to do with frequencies, and the other with the
correct, or proper, or rational degree of belief in a proposition, given a particular
epistemic situation. Following current custom, I called the second kind of prob-
ability ‘epistemic’ probability, giving a definition of it that Nickel quotes on p.
220. Nickel doesn’t approve of this definition. He claims it is clumsy, which is
true; but his other animadversions are a bit off the mark. He points out that
this definition involves the notion of warrant, which in turn itself involves the
notion of probability—statistical or objective probability. He then suggests
that, “We thus inherit all problems of the statistical approach to probability
which Plantinga rightly expounded” (p. 220). But here there is misunderstand-
ing. I didn’t expound any problems with objective or statistical probability as
such; rather, I argued that epistemic probability can’t be explained in terms of
statistical probability. There may be problems with the notion of statistical prob-
ability, but it is certainly a notion we need and regularly use. My thought was
only that epistemic probability can’t be reduced to or explained just in terms
of statistical probability (and here I am following Aristotle, Hacking, and very
many others).

Nickel goes on: “Moreover, the involved concept of warrant is defined using
the concept of probability and, in turn, the mysterious concept of (epistemic)
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probability is defined using the similarly mysterious concept of warrant. It seems
as if our thinking jogs in labyrinthine lanes without becoming healthier” (p.
220). In addition to mystery, Nickel seems to suspect circularity here: but
again, this is a misunderstanding. Epistemic probability is explained in terms
of warrant, and warrant is defined or explained in terms of statistical probability
plus other notions. No circle here. Nor is there (undue) mystery: a belief has war-
rant for me if it is produced by cognitive faculties functioning properly according
to a design plan successfully aimed at truth, where the last clause, being success-
fully aimed at truth, is explained in terms of statistical probability. All of this is
pretty straightforward. Epistemic probability is defined or explained in terms of
warrant together with the notions of rationality, defeater, and degrees of belief—
again, all pretty straightforward. Of course mystery is in the eye of the beholder;
and admittedly these notions don’t have the lapidary character of such mathe-
matical notions as, e.g., prime factor or derivative. Of course these notions de-
pend on the concept of number, where it isn’t all that easy to say what that is.

Finally, I’d like to thank Nickel for his treatment of the problem of dwindling
probabilities. Here I won’t trouble the reader by recapitulating that problem and
the subsequent discussion; instead, I’ll just quote Nickel:

We learn step by step indeed, but it is not easy to see why, in the end, we shouldn’t take
stock and lay all claims and all arguments or evidences on the table at once. Of course,
for the rhetoric of an attorney addressing the court the timely order of the arguments is
of utmost importance. But this should not be the case for the logic of a philosophical argu-
mentation.

Just so.
Once again, I’d like to thank all eight contributors for their careful and in-

sightful comments. I have learned much from them.
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