Philosophy of Religion
Arguments For The Existence Of God

The Cosmological Argument:
· The Cosmological Argument is an umbrella term and comes from the Greek word ‘cosmos’ meaning world/universe. This inductive/a posteriori argument allows us to locate God beyond this universe and offers an explanation for the universe itself too. 

· Key question is “why does anything exist?”, or “why something rather than nothing?”.

· Two central deductive arguments are the Kalam argument and the argument from contingent existence.

· Swinburne presents an inductive variation.

Kalam Argument
1. Of anything that begins to exist, you can ask what caused it.
2. The universe began to exist.
3. It must have a cause to its existence.
4. Requires something that causes things to exist, but is itself uncaused.
5. This can only be God.
· Three key issues need to be addressed to defend the argument-the causal principle, the beginning of the universe, and must the explanation be God? (addressed later):
1.  The Causal Principle
· Hume argued that we cannot necessarily know that every event has a cause.

· Not an analytic truth in the way that “every effect has a cause” is.
· Synthetic truths are known a posteriori.

· Although experience has shown so far that every event has a cause, can we apply this to the beginning of the universe?

· Beginnings of universes are not something we have any experience of.

· Beginning of the universe is not an event like those that happen within the universe. Doesn’t take place in space or time.

· Even if everything in the universe has a cause, doesn’t mean that the universe itself does.

· Cannot apply principles we have developed from within the universe to the universe as a whole.

· Bertrand Russell-“The universe is just there, and that’s all”.

2. Does the universe have a beginning?

· Could potentially reject idea universe has beginning at all.

· Time came into being with the universe, so universe didn’t ‘happen’ at a time. Could in a sense suggest there is no beginning.

· Could counter with science suggesting a finite past to universe’s existence. Just because the beginning didn’t exist in time doesn’t mean it never existed at all. The cause could exist outside time. According to many theists this is God.

· Alternatively, even if this universe has a beginning, it may have been caused by a previous/other universe, proceeding infinitely. Rather than infer that God exists, there could simply be an infinite regress of causes.

· However, it is difficult to imagine what infinity is, as, for example, it is not simply “a very long time”. Means literally that there was no beginning ever.

· Because the universe exists the response that there is an infinite causal regress suggests actual infinity exists.

· Different from talking of idea of infinity, as this clearly makes sense, but it is uncertain whether infinity existing actually does.

· To counter this, it could be argued that the idea of an infinite series of causal regression has not answered the question “why something rather than nothing?”, as asserting its infinite nature does not show why that series itself exists.

The Argument from Contingent Existence
· Emphasises the need to explain what exists.
1. Things in the universe exist contingently; they might or might not have existed.

2. Something existing contingently has and needs an explanation of why it exists as it is not inevitable.

3. Explanation may be provided by existence of some other contingent being, but then this too must be explained.

4. To repeat this ad infinitum is no explanation of why anything exists at all.

5. What explains why contingent beings exist must therefore be necessary, something that cannot not exist. Doesn’t need further explanation of why it exists.
6. Necessary being=God.
Objections

· Russell accepts that of anything in universe we need an explanation, which science gives us.

· However, it is a mistake to think we can apply this to the universe itself. Should not move from parts to whole.

· However, could reply that universe itself is a contingent being; if every part of the universe ceased to exist, so would it. As a contingent being the universe is like its parts, requiring explanation for existence.
· Second objection is that although we should look for explanations of contingent beings, we cannot know that in fact every contingent being has one. This would mean the argument fails as a deduction.

· Objection could be avoided if we give up idea that cosmological argument is deductive, and claim that it is an inference to the best explanation instead.

· Third objection attacks the conclusion; it is not God but matter/energy that is the necessary being. Fundamental law of physics is conservation of energy-the total amount of energy in the universe remains constant and cannot be increased or decreased.

· If version of this law is applied to beginning and end of universe it might suggest matter/energy is necessary being.

· However, no reason to believe this law does apply to beginning and end of universe. Big Bang suggests that matter/energy was created along with time and space. This suggests the universe came into existence and is thus contingent.

Swinburne: an inductive argument
· Claims CA is better understood as an inference to the best explanation.

· God’s existence cannot be proven logically, but is probable given the premises.

· On its own, claim “God exists” is improbable. In light of CA it becomes more probable, as God’s existence is the best explanation for why the universe exists.

· Inductive argument needs to take into account all the evidence, for and against. Swinburne does not defend God’s existence on basis of the CA alone, but combines it with other arguments. Always seeks to show God as best explanation for phenomena such as order (DA), miracles and religious experience.

· These together add to the probability of God’s existence.
Swinburne’s CA
· Other CAs allow us to deduce God’s existence. The premises are plausible and the inferences are intuitive.

· Although it is not an analytic truth that everything that begins to exist has a cause, it is extremely probable and our experience supports it. 

· Theory of Big Bang and problem of infinite existence (matter/energy) make it more plausible that the universe came into existence rather than existing without beginning. 

· If we reject God as the cause what can we point to?

· Second part of Swinburne’s argument is that we have reason to believe no other explanation for the existence of the universe would be satisfactory. For example, any scientific explanation already assumes that something exists and that whatever it is is governed by scientific laws. Explaining the universe in terms of another universe leaves us with the problem of explaining that universe.

· Science can’t explain scientific laws-where they come from or why they are what they are-as all scientific explanations presuppose laws, which are ‘brute’.

· Explaining the existence of universe in terms of God doesn’t suffer this problem as it is a ‘personal’ explanation.

· We explain the products of human activity in terms of a person. Explains an object or event in terms of a person and their purposes.

· Hypothesis that God exists and intended to create the universe provides personal explanation for the existence of the universe.

· So it is probable that God exists and caused the beginning of the universe.

Objections

· Does it support the existence of God as we normally think of him?

· Doesn’t show that there is only one cause of the universe; nor does it show that the cause is perfect, omniscient, omnipotent or cares about people. Only needs God to be able to create the universe, no more. 

· Swinburne argues that simplicity is a more straightforward explanation than others. It is also simpler to suppose God has infinite power and intelligence, or we would have to explain why God had just the amount of power and intelligence he has to create the universe and no more, and find out what limits these.

· Still does not answer questions over God’s goodness.

Limits of Explanation

· Can object that Swinburne has not demonstrated God is the best explanation for the existence of the universe, as we can still ask the question “what explains God?” Seems to be an even more puzzling question than “what explains scientific laws?”
· Swinburne responds that science introduces an entity-e.g. a type of sub-atomic particle-in order to explain something, even though that entity then needs explaining himself, and scientists don’t yet know how to explain it. So can’t we still say God is a good explanation for scientific laws even if we can’t explain him?

· But if we always have something we can’t explain, why invoke God? Why not leave it at being unable to explain scientific laws. Look to Russell refusing to attempt to explain the universe at all.
· Swinburne responds that explanation is a principle of science and philosophy. If you give up on this you give up pursuing these forms of thought. 

· If we invoke God, we can explain scientific laws and the existence of the universe, and we should explain as much as we can.

Key Points of CA

· Tries to answer question “why does something exist rather than nothing?”
· Arguments from cause and contingent existence try to deduce that God exists; Swinburne argues that God’s existence is the best explanation.
· Kalam argument claims that everything that begins to exist has a cause, and the universe began to exist. The only way to avoid an infinite regression of causes is to say something exists that did not begin to exist, namely God.
· Hume objects that we can’t know that everything that begins to exist has a cause. Russell objects that we can’t apply this principle to the universe itself. Other philosophers argue that an infinite regression of causes is possible, so we can’t infer that God exists.
· Argument from contingent existence claims that the existence of anything that exists contingently has an explanation, and that an infinite regress of explanations is not an explanation for why anything exists at all. Therefore we can deduce that some non-contingent being exists, namely God.
· Russell objects that there is no explanation of the universe as a whole; or we could object that matter/energy exists non-contingently, so we can’t infer that God exists.
· Swinburne claims that although the CA fails as a deductive proof of God’s existence, his existence is the best explanation for the existence of the universe. Showing it is the best explanation, and that this is the God we know, is difficult. 
The Argument from Religious Experience:

· People have experiences they identify as ‘religious’. Interest ourselves with experiences that seem as though the person involved is directly aware of God or his action.

· Some argue they are importantly similar to perception, an immediate awareness of something other than oneself. 

· Perceptual experiences usually treated as veridical.

· Fact that other people have similar perceptual experiences supports claim that perceptual experiences show the world accurately.

· Some argue that religious experiences are essentially similar despite occurring to different people in different circumstances.

· Best explanation is that they are veridical, pertaining to something divine, and therefore, God exists.

· Three important questions;

1. What is the similarity between REs, and how do characteristics support the existence of God?

2. What philosophical problems are there for thinking that these experiences can give us knowledge of God?

3. Is there an alternative explanation for REs?

James: What is Religious Experience?
· Argues that for all apparent differences between religions and experience there is always a ‘common core’.
1. REs are experiential, like perception. Different from thinking about God or trying to imagine him.

2. Not connected by any particular mode of sense perception. Can be sometimes (e.g. hearing God ‘speak’ to you) but this is part of an awareness that transcends sense perceptions without sensory content.

3. Person feels immediately aware of and connected to God.

4. Awareness tends to block out everything else temporarily, perhaps even to degree that distinction between person and what they are aware of disappears (‘mystical union’).

· Heart of REs is immediate sense of the reality of the ‘unseen’. This is a contrast between the ‘visible world’ and what we are aware of.
· Awareness may be inarticulate beyond even ability to think in usual terms about it.

· Conceptualisation (attempt to describe it) comes later.

Experience and Consequence
· To take seriously, James thinks we must connect them to the rest of our lives.

· REs connected to having a religious attitude to life; those experiences that have no impact on how someone understands life are dubitable and potentially not genuine.

· Religious attitude is ‘solemn, serious and tender’. 5 main characteristics:

1. Visible world part of a spiritual universe that gives it meaning.

2. Harmonious relation with spiritual universe is true purpose of life.

3. Harmony enables flow of spiritual energy and affect us in visible world.

4. New zest adds itself like a gift to life.

5. Gain assurance of safety, feeling of peace, and a preponderance of loving emotions to others.

· Argues religion points to feeling there is something wrong as we stand, corrected by becoming in touch with higher power.

· Realising this is connected to an awareness of being in touch with something ‘more’ in RE.

· Interesting psychologically but does it show REs are of God?

· Could ‘more’ mean our own ‘higher self’, or objective reality?

· Should think it is something real for 2 reasons.  First, there is ‘more’ to us than we consciously realise-in RE we are in touch with something external to ourselves as we usually experience ourselves. James happy to call this reality God. Second RE has real effects upon us-“God is real since he produces real effects”.
· James says that to try to say more about God than this is speculation. 

· Might argue we can know something about God by type of effects produced: zest for life, predominance of love, sense that there is something wrong without God.

· May also argue that God is not only the spiritual side of people. For example, how could humans have a spiritual side without a divine being?

· Whilst a hypothesis, God’s existence may be best explanation.

Philosophical Issues

· REs similar to perception and usually think of perception as veridical unless have good reason to think otherwise.

· Philosophers have argued they are not like perception and thus we shouldn’t assume they are veridical.

· There are, in any case, other reasons to doubt them.

Religious Experience is Not Like Perception

· Sense experience universal among people, and continuously present to us when awake.

· Provides rich amount of detail and info.

· Only some people have REs, and only rarely.

· Find it difficult to say anything very informative.

· However, only a small number of people could identify 18th century furniture, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t right/reliable.

· Can’t tell the truth of something from frequency.

· While the experience doesn’t give much info, doesn’t mean it doesn’t give any.
· Objection is that as REs are rare we shouldn’t assume they are veridical until we have reason to doubt them. Part of the reason we trust perception is that it is so widespread, common and informative.

· Another reason we trust perception is intersubjective agreement; if we started seeing things drastically differently, we wouldn’t be so sure.

· If unsure, we can check with others; this cannot happen with REs.

· To respond we may appeal to James’ 5 characteristics of religious attitude. 

· If RE has no transformative consequences, may doubt it was veridical; if it does, we may think it was.

· Can argue REs more like experiences of what we feel rather than perceive. I don’t check how I feel by seeing how someone else feels, nor do they have direct access to what I feel.

· Could counter that feelings, unlike perception, are not veridical, as can often be misguided.

Reasons to Doubt Religious Experiences are of God

· People from different cultures have generally used similar ways of understanding the world e.g. colour, size solidity etc.

· REs have produced very different ideas of what ‘divine reality’ might be.

· James would respond that we shouldn’t think REs can show us whole theological system. At most we can argue for reality of something spiritual with only tentative conclusions about what that reality is like.

· Also argue people can experience the same thing and disagree about what it is, and so doesn’t mean REs are not necessarily veridical.

· May wonder whether God’s existence is best explanation for REs. For example, might argue people who have REs are imposing religious ideas/expectations onto emotional experience that is not of the divine at all.

· Could respond with examples of conversion when no religious conviction was previously present.
Freud: A Psychological Explanation

· Could be like hallucinations, caused by deep unconscious wish.

· Wish goes back in history to emergence of human race, and in each individual to earliest infancy. Wish is for consolation and reassurance.

· In face of uncontrollable forces of nature we feel vulnerable, afraid and frustrated as we are so powerless. Want to rob life of its terrors.

· Same as when we look for a protector (parent) as an infant.

· God provides a means by which we can control nature or feel safe in face of danger and uncertainty.

· Relationship with God is intimate in the way relationship with parents is.

· Religion describes the universe “exactly as we are bound to wish it to be”. Belief based on wish not evidence-“illusion”. Not necessarily false, just not based on seeking truth.

· As religious beliefs are based on wishes, so are REs. Similar to dreams caused by unconscious desires.

· Seems to account for many of James’ characteristics. They are experiences rather than thoughts (as they are hallucinations), in which person feels directly aware of something. Given nature of wish we can expect intense feelings. Because wish is abstract won’t be related to any particular mode of perception. Will feel as though something beyond/outside person can offer security.
Objections

· Doesn’t undermine possibility REs are of God:

1. Can’t evaluate truth of an experience simply by its origin. Should look at its effects and place in our lives. Must evaluate by things we feel are important and we know to be true. REs produce real, positive effects.

2. Can agree that in first instance REs come from unconscious but it is entirely possible that this is a conduit of spiritual reality. Almost everyone who believes in spiritual dimension to human beings thinks this goes beyond what we are aware of.

3. Even if REs are caused by wish for security/meaning, if God exists and we do need him then this is realistic. If we are made by God, relationship with him would be one of our deepest desires.

· Freud would agree with much of this, but is arguing that RE gives us no reason to think it is experience of God.

· Until we have some independent reason to think God exists, we cannot use RE to support the notion.

· Could, however, be argued Freud’s account of religion is inaccurate, as it is not always as comforting as he supposes.

Key Points of Argument from Religious Experience
· Argument claims that in REs people are directly aware of God. Supported by two considerations; great similarity in certain core aspects, and are similar to perceptual experiences which we usually trust unless we have good reason not too.

· REs are an immediate sense of the reality of the unseen, often blocking out everything else.

· Should evaluate REs in relation to the life and attitudes of person more generally. Religious attitude understands humans as needing a connection to spiritual world, which can provide feelings of love, peace and safety.
· REs are of something ‘more’-in first instance a transformative spiritual dimension to humans.

· Objection that REs not like perception; much rarer, has little detail and can’t be checked for intersubjective agreement. Doesn’t show REs are not veridical, though perhaps should not be automatically trusted.

· Religions make different claims about God but this doesn’t show REs are not experiences of God. Same experiences can be interpreted differently.

· Freud argues REs are hallucinations caused by deep wish for security/meaning in uncertain world. As a result we cannot tell whether they are true, and thus cannot use them to argue for the existence of God.
Key Points of Arguments For The Existence Of God

· CA and argument from RE usually assume that word ‘God’ refers to a being existing independently of human beings, and that belief in his existence can be supported by rational arguments.
· A number of interpretations of religious belief, and of the relation between reason and faith, reject these assumptions. Some argue that talk of God is talk of important aspects of human life; some argue religious faith cannot be established by argument.
Reason and Faith

· In New Testament faith most closely linked to trust in God and his promises.

· More of an attitude than a state of belief/knowledge.

· Described as a ‘virtue’ along with hope and charity.

· However, when you trust a person you also believe what they say which is what links faith to belief, a cognitive state.

· Those emphasising faith as belief argue God reveals truths that faith accepts.

· Those emphasising faith as an attitude argue that God reveals God’s self, and that the question of truths arises at the level of human interpretation of that revelation.

‘Faith’ as a Special Kind of Cognitive State:

Faith and Revelation

· If faith is not simply religious belief formed on the basis of evidence, through usual rational process, what kind of cognitive state is it and how does it relate to evidence?

· Thomas Aquinas argued faith and reason must cohere together-as we are rational our greatest happiness lies in worthwhile rational activity. Therefore in rational contact with God.

· However some truths about God are beyond our ability to grasp rationally-our intellect depends on our senses, and we are not able to infer God’s nature.

· We are, however, able to demonstrate explanations of existence and know some attributes through other arguments, and reason can be seen to support faith.

· Aquinas-faith is believing what someone says because you trust them.

· If you need someone’s testimony to believe something, it must be because you cannot work it out yourself.

· Because intellect is limited, we need faith to be in contact with God.

· In a sense, rationally understanding a truth is better than believing someone’s testimony. It is good to seek understanding of God.

· Can only hope to achieve this understanding through presence of faith.

· Because belief through faith is beyond rational understanding, belief isn’t rationally compelled by evidence or argument, and so if faith is voluntary, it involves choosing to believe.

· Can object saying there is a tension between saying faith involves believing a set of truths and saying it is voluntary. Can we choose what to believe?

· Aquinas-disposition to believe is given by God. Still doesn’t answer the question of whether we can still choose to believe/not to.

Religious Belief as ‘Basic’

· Alvin Plantinga agrees faith is a type of belief, but defends different relation between faith and reason.

Evidence and Basic Belief

· All beliefs should be proportionate to evidence known as ‘evidentialism’. Only believe what there is evidence for and only to degree that evidence allows.

· Irrational to believe anything without sufficient evidence-should not believe God exists without sufficient evidence.

· Plantinga-not all beliefs can be based on evidence, because then all beliefs would rest on other beliefs. Some beliefs must be acceptable without evidence. Belief is ‘basic’ if not accepted on basis of any other beliefs.

· Many argue two sorts of belief are ‘properly’ basic; self-evident beliefs, and those based on what is evident to the senses. NOT DISCUSSED-rests on a faith in inductive principles.

· Can then argue that a belief is justified if, and only if, either it is properly basic or it is accepted on the basis of other beliefs, which eventually come to rest on properly basic beliefs. Any other belief not rationally justified.
Religious Belief

· Plantinga- religious belief is basic. But existence of God neither self-evident nor evident to sense; it isn’t properly basic?

· Belief in God must then rest on other beliefs. Plantinga argues this is self-defeating. How do we know that only what is self-evident and evident to the senses is properly basic? Claim itself neither self-evident nor evident to the senses, and not properly basic.

· Also difficult to see how we can deduce it either from self-evident beliefs or from what is evident to the senses. May be that other forms of belief are properly basic.

· Many hold that religious belief not held on basis of arguments. Some argue that even if arguments for God’s existence do work, religious faith not dependant on them.

· Faith, then, is not inferred from other beliefs, but this does not mean it lacks justification.
· Reformed theologians-instead religious beliefs comparable to beliefs based on sense perception. We don’t infer existence of physical objects from experience, or believe in them because there are good arguments; simply given to us in experience. Likewise existence of God simply apparent to the believer.

· Calvin-God implanted direct awareness of himself in every mind; lose touch of this awareness through sin.

· Others argue we see God in creation. Don’t infer God’s existence in nature, we see it in nature. Others argue direct awareness comes through RE. Again distinct from saying we infer God’s existence.

· In all these views religious belief is basic.

· Faith is a distinct cognitive state, just as senses provide distinct way of knowing about the world.

Faith and Divine Grace

· Properly basic beliefs are not infallible e.g. optical illusions. 

· Perceptual experience gives us prima facie justification; they are veridical.

· Plantinga-same is true for religious belief. Just because properly basic not necessarily immune to arguments against God’s existence.

· If perception was always faulty it would be unreasonable to form beliefs on perception alone, and they would not be properly basic. 

· This objection could be made regarding religious faith. People do not generally agree in beliefs they form about God. Whose faith is example of proper functioning and whose is faulty? Why do so many people ‘malfunction’?

· Plantinga appeals to idea that cognitive abilities damaged by ‘original sin’. What we might think reasonable to believe might be reflection of own pride.

· Aquinas rejects strong version of this, claiming that limited intellect can at least know God exists using reason.

· Plantinga emphasises more strongly idea that faith is a gift from God, a matter of divine grace. By this grace we are able to function properly and form the right basic beliefs.

· Does not make it irrational. In same way that perception is rational normal cognition, so are beliefs in God (functioning properly). This would mean faith is a form of reason and no distinction can be drawn.
Key Points of ‘Faith’ as a Special Kind of Cognitive State

· Aquinas-reason can infer God’s existence and some attributes, but much of his nature can only be known through revelation.

· Faith is a matter of believing what someone you trust tells you. Faith in God’s revelation voluntary.
· Plantinga-religious beliefs are ‘basic’; not inferred from other beliefs we have. Traditional examples of basic beliefs (self-evident and evident through senses)-claim that these are the only basic beliefs self-defeating.

· Reformed theologian-existence of God apparent to believer in nature or RE; cannot be inferred by rational argument.

· Can question whether religious belief is properly basic, or simply unjustified.

· Plantinga-perceptual beliefs properly basic as caused by circumstances in which they are formed and are a product of proper functioning. Religious beliefs properly basic for same reasons.

· Some people ‘malfunction’ because of original sin. Faith, a gift, allows proper functioning. A matter of divine grace that corrects malfunctioning. Faith remains a form of reason (cognition), just as perception does.

Faith as an Attitude or Commitment:

· View rejects idea of faith being about beliefs.

· Attitude associated with faith is trust in God.

· But it is more, because it is not just a belief he exists.

· Demands a commitment that doesn’t rest on evidence.

· How does someone acquire this commitment and is it rational?

James

· Clifford-always wrong no matter what to believe something without sufficient evidence.

· Belief must be earned through investigation not stifling doubts.

· No real belief is insignificant, especially for religious beliefs.

· Belief inclines us to believe other similar things and weakens contrary beliefs.

· Forming beliefs on insufficient evidence makes us credulous, weakens cognitive powers and makes others less concerned about lying to us.

· If religious faith amounts to belief without sufficient evidence it is always wrong.

· James-Clifford wrong; it can sometimes be right and reasonable to believe without sufficient evidence-when we face a ‘genuine option’ that cannot be decided on the basis of evidence. Involves three conditions:

1. Alternatives, e.g. ‘God exists’ and ‘God doesn’t exist’, are ‘live’; person feels they could really believe either. Some may not feel like this (one alternative is ‘dead’).

2. Alternatives exclude each other (both can’t be true) and there are no other alternatives (choice is ‘forced’).

3. Alternatives are ‘momentous’, not trivial. Only opportunity to get it right.

· If these apply then not unreasonable to be inclined towards one belief on other grounds than evidence.

· In belief we have two goals: to avoid error (Clifford’s arg.) and to secure the truth.

· Although in science avoiding error is important, in other areas we must form beliefs with some risk of error. New friendships involve the belief that someone is trustworthy without real evidence for this.

· Reasonable to do this as we want to form it. Not always wrong for wills to influence belief.

· In case of genuine options, if undecided by intellect, emotions and will must decide. To not form a belief for fear of error itself decision made on basis of emotion.
· Given what is at stake in genuine option, getting it wrong may not be as bad as losing out on truth.

· Clifford opposes reason and emotion in forming beliefs. This argument itself supported by emotional and moral values.

· For many religious faith involves genuine option.

· ‘Religious hypothesis’ is that best things are eternal and we are better off now if we believe. James-clearly presents an option that is forced and momentous; if live for individual as well then it is reasonable for them to believe.

· However, while religious faith clearly deals with important things, not obvious how choice is forced or momentous.

· Many religions, so question arises as to which to adopt.

· Some faiths do not say God exists (like Buddhism), so option is not forced.

· If believing in God is not necessary for him to reward you with eternal life, then choice is not momentous. 

· James not arguing faith is more rational, just not less.

· Arguing there is a place for faith that reason can respect.

· Reason should recognise limitations and recognise faith may act rightly in these instances.

· Having faith on the basis of will does not fly in face of reason, simply goes where reason cannot.

Kierkegaard

· Wrong to think of religious beliefs in same way as others.
· Religion not a type of philosophical system and beliefs shouldn’t be weighed in philosophical way.

· Faith is characterised by passionate commitment.

· Beliefs formed ‘objectively’ are not as they may have no impact on one’s life.

· To believe God exists and treat this as another fact is not to have faith.

· Faith also a matter of how we believe.

· Commitment that characterises faith is the ‘leap’; not something that can be established intellectually.

· Leap requires objective uncertainty; if there was objective certainty there could not be faith, but since there is not there must be.

· Some argue reason can’t determine God’s existence because he wants this type of committed, passionate relationship. Something would be lost if we thought we knew the answers.

· Objective certainty would not have same impact as faith in face of uncertainty.

· But without reason, why should we ‘leap’ rather than not believe?

· Can we believe whatever we choose? Is leap possible?

· Some disagree about what K. thought about relation of reason to religious belief. Does not believe we can believe nonsense in face of understanding.

· Both James and K. don’t think belief is entirely under control of will but we can form beliefs without reason in certain circumstances.

· For K. religious faith in its trust and commitment is ‘incomprehensible’ in that it lies outside the limits that reason can reach for itself.

· But like James thinks reason can recognise limits and faith may lie legitimately outside these limits. To achieve it, we must leap.

· If faith were just nonsense, our reason would inhibit our ability to leap.

Objection

· If faith goes beyond reason, must accept that we do not have any reason to believe in God.

· Arguments of James and K. only show that faith is not unreasonable. Don’t show we should leap in certain way.

· Many think they do have some reason to believe in God, appealing to some argument saying God is the best explanation…
· But they are willing to accept that evidence is not very strong, so they say it is a matter of faith.

· Seems inconsistent; accepts belief God is a matter of evidence and argument, but says don’t need to justify conclusion by balance of evidence as belief rests on faith.

· Other possibilities:

1. Belief in God precisely as reasonable as not (evidence exactly balanced).

2. Cannot tell what the balance of evidence is.

3. For some reason, our belief needs to be more certain than the evidence (either way) allows, so we should consider other issues aside from the evidence.

· Philosophers not tended to argue for 1., but some arguments support 2. and 3.

· So we could argue that while reason cannot settle the question of belief in God, and so it must rest on faith, this does not mean we have no reason at all for such belief.

Key Points of Faith as an Attitude or Commitment

· James argues it is reasonable to decide what to believe when faced with genuine option-a forced, momentous choice between claims that are live, not settled by intellectual enquiry.

· Can object that religious faith is not genuine option, as it is not forced and momentous.

· Kierkegaard-faith is distinct from ‘objective’ belief through involving passionate commitment. Faith requires a ‘leap’ in the face of uncertainty.

· James and Kierkegaard argue faith is not unreasonable, but we need independent considerations to suggest we should believe in God.

· Can object that few religious believers think there is no reason to believe in God, instead appealing to arguments. But then consistency requires us to believe in God only if the evidence is sufficient.
Is it Rational to Believe in God?:

Pascal’s Wager

· Doesn’t claim we have good evidence for God’s existence-not theoretically or cognitively rational to believe in God.

· Argues we have good practical reason, as we stand to benefit greatly from it.

· Attempt to justify belief in God independently of any attempt to prove his existence.

1. “God is, or He is not”. Reason can decide nothing here. Since you must choose, let’s see what interests us least.

2. We have 2 things to lose; the true and the good. 2 things to stake; your reason and will and knowledge and happiness. Your nature has 2 things to shun, error and misery.

3. Your reason is no more shocked in choosing one rather than the other, since you must of necessity choose.

4. But your happiness? Let us weigh the gain and loss in wagering that God is…

5. If you gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose nothing…

· Perhaps wager too much?

6. Since there is an equal risk of gain and loss, if you only had to gain 2 lives instead of one, you still might wager. But if there were 3 lives to gain…you would be imprudent, when you are forced to play, not to chance your life to gain three where there is an equal risk of loss and gain.
7. But there is an eternity of life and happiness…there is here an infinity of an infinitely happy life to gain, a chance of gain against a finite number of chances of loss, and what you stake is finite…

8. Wherever the infinite is and there is not an infinity of chances of loss against that of gain…you must give all.

· Pascal says we cannot use reason to prove God exists nor that God does not exist, but we must believe one or the other.
· In this case it is perfectly acceptable to decide belief on practical grounds.

· Pros and cons can be summarised in a decision matrix.

                                                             God exists                     God does not exist

Wager for God                                    Infinite gain                   Finite loss

Wager against God                             Finite or infinite loss     Finite gain

· Potential gain of wagering for God and being right is infinite.
· As long as there is some chance God exists (the probability is not zero) this outweighs any finite gain that may come from wagering against God and any finite loss that may come from being wrong.
· It is irrational, therefore, not to wager for God.
Objections

· Four types of objection to argument. First, the decision matrix is wrong; if there are more options than Pascal allows for, or the weightings are different, the argument doesn’t work:

1. Utility of eternal life can’t be infinite, either because infinite utility makes no sense or because infinite utility couldn’t be appreciated by finite beings like us. Whether we should wager on God depends on (how large the potential gain is) x (the probability of God’s existence). Since we don’t know either, we aren’t rationally compelled to wager for God.

2. Why think God bestows infinite utility on all and only those who wager for him? Perhaps all are saved. Or perhaps only Predestined are. Or perhaps God bestows different utilities on different people, depending on other factors.

3. Which God should we believe in? If Pascal’s wager works, doesn’t it work for any god? So shouldn’t we believe in Roman, Greek, Hindu gods as well? But we can’t be rationally required to hold inconsistent beliefs.

· Second, rationality does not require us to maximise expected utility. Beliefs are a matter of theoretical rationality, while maximising utility is a criterion of practical rationality if at all. Theoretical rationality doesn’t apply here, but that is no reason to assume that the criterion of practical rationality takes over. We could instead argue that there is no belief it is rational to adopt.

· Third, we might argue that it is immoral to wager for God. To form beliefs by wagering rather than by evidence is to corrupt oneself (Pascal is wrong to think we do not corrupt our reason). Or again, if God condemned all those who do not wager for him, including honest non-believers, God is immoral. Or the entire matter of ‘wagering’ is simply unworthy of such a grave issue such as belief in God.
· Fourth, we can object that the wager wrongly assumes belief in God can be a matter of will.

To What Extent Can We ‘Choose’ What To Believe?

· Belief by its nature aims at truth:

1. We can evaluate a belief as true or false. This is not the case with other kinds of mental states, such as fear, hope, or desire.

2. To believe that p (some proposition) is to believe that p is true. To believe that ‘God exists’ is to believe it is true that ‘God exists’. So if you recognise that ‘God exists’ is false, you abandon your belief that God exists.

3. To say ‘I believe that God exists’ implies that ‘God exists’ is true. For instance, it is paradoxical to say ‘I believe that God exists, but “God exists” is false’.

· Nature of belief suggests that forming beliefs can’t be voluntary. 
· If we could choose what to believe, then we could disregard the truth of the things we form beliefs about.

· Having consciously chosen to have the belief, we would know that we formed it irrespective of the truth. Yet to believe God exists is to believe ‘God exists’ is a true statement. But I cannot choose what is true.

· However, this is no objection to Pascal as he doesn’t claim we can choose to believe in God this way. He says to ‘wager for God’ is to take steps to cultivate a belief in God, e.g. by adopting a religious lifestyle. We can choose to do these, and over time they will bring about belief.

· But how can what we choose to do affect our beliefs and does this show beliefs can be voluntary?

· First, what people want to be true doe tend to affect what they believe. For instance we pay attention only to evidence that confirms our belief and ignore what undermines it. But this doesn’t show belief is voluntary, but formed in relation to evidence.

· Someone cannot believe their friends are kind whilst simultaneously recognising that the only reason they hold that belief is because they want to. Same applies to God’s existence.

· Might object; surely people form and hold all sorts of ethical and religious beliefs without any attempt to discover the truth. They believe what they do for individual and social factors, but their beliefs are simply prejudices-no form of evidence or argument changes their mind. Show beliefs can be voluntary?

· Even then, the idea that someone can believe that there is no evidence for their belief while still holding onto it is peculiar. Certainly their beliefs are not rational-but Pascal wants to establish that belief in God is not a mere prejudice.

· Even if we want God to exist, this is not the way Pascal suggests we acquire belief in him. A second connection between will and belief is that we can voluntarily undertake some action that will lead to our coming to have that p. Could go to a hypnotist and ask him to cause me to have the belief that p. My belief, though, is not voluntary; I am caused to have it, in this case by hypnotism rather than evidence. Case of coming to believe in God is analogous in that we can choose to act as if we believe in God. Over time, a genuine belief in God will form.
· For this to happen we cannot think that the only reason we believe in God is because we adopted a religious lifestyle. In retrospect may see this as the cause of our belief; but through our new lifestyle we will become sensitive to experiences that justify our new belief.

· These experiences are not available to anyone, but only to someone who has set themselves on the path to belief. Does not make them less genuine, only restricted to those who genuinely seek God.

Key Points of Is it Rational to Believe in God?

· Pascal-because reason cannot prove existence or non-existence of God, should decide to believe by possible benefits of belief.

· If we believe in God and are right, possible benefits are infinite. If we are wrong, loss is only finite. If we don’t believe in God, gain is finite, if we are wrong, we could lose a great deal. Whatever the chances of God’s existence we should believe in God because a very small chance of an infinite gain still outweighs a very large chance of finite gain.

· Can object that decision matrix is set up wrongly, e.g. we don’t know that believing in God, if he exists, will produce an infinite gain. We don’t know which God to believe in.

· We aren’t rationally required to hold beliefs that maximise potential benefit.

· It is immoral to form beliefs about God in this way.

· We cannot directly influence what we believe by what we want. Beliefs aim at the truth, and are responsive to evidence.

· But Pascal argues we should act in a way that will lead to belief in God. This can be voluntary, and provides experiences that justify that belief.

Miracles

The Role and Significance of Miracle Stories in Religions:

· No one role they have, and disagreements over significance.

· Note that none of scriptures of Judaism, Christianity or Islam uses word miracle or equivalent.

· All three use words that mean ‘wonder’, ‘power’ or ‘sign’. 

· Raises question over whether any story can be called a miracle story.

The Roles of Miracle Stories

· Nevertheless fair to say that in most religions, understanding of miracles has been dominated by following three roles relating to God’s activity in history, lives of particular holy men and divine revelation:

1. Miracles are signs that demonstrate God’s underlying activity in the world and his purposes. Reveal his character and plan. Performed by individuals illustrate meaning and impact of their mission. While some miracle stories tell of apparently random demonstrations of power, most tell of events such as healing, rescuing, resurrection, conversion etc, and relate to values of the religion and its understanding of God.
2. Miracles intended to support development of religious faith. Performance of the miracle supposed to demonstrate truth of what miracle worker says; power to work the miracle shows message comes from God. Can be intended to generate conviction in individuals or can occur in historical period to establish religion generally (Many Protestants argue God enabled miracles in early church but not since).

3. Miracle stories intended to highlight revelation through scripture; miracles confirm what else is said in scripture, and gives it God’s approval.

· However, other ways miracle stories function:

4. Demonstrate connection of the physical world to spiritual one.

5. Support belief that supplicatory prayer can be meaningful.
6. Support belief in the ability of a personal God to respond to the world.

7. Enhance reputation of saint/holy person, proving connection to God and sometimes their status as protector of particular geographical area.

8. Move audience emotionally, as characters and events described are ‘larger than life’.

The Significance of Miracle Stories

· Debate marks number of religions.

· When early Christians tried to appeal to miracles of Jesus and Apostles, faced with 2 powerful objections: miracles reported no more amazing than those performed by pagan believers; miracles reported the result of sorcery, not intervention of God.
· In response, rather than appeal to miracles to support Christian teachings, some tried to defend accounts of miracles by appealing to truth of teachings. Others disregard appeals to miracles entirely.

· Similar debate between Protestants and Catholics 1,600 years later-Protestants argued God had restricted miracles to time of New Testament, and Catholic belief in continuing miracles went hand in hand with false belief in saints. Catholics replied that the fact there were no Protestant miracles demonstrated that Protestantism wasn’t true religion.

· Similar concerns and disagreements in many religions.

· On popular level, miracle stories can form important part of person’s faith and attachment to beliefs/holy people.

· On reflective level, religious thinkers recognised that appealing to miracles may be no use at all as form of evidence in support of conviction/revelation.

· Again, whilst many of founders of religion reported to have performed miracles, also known to have warned against temptation of seeking them. No need of such sensationalism in true faith.

· Miracles can be seen to be both crucial to religion and beside the point.

· Also note miracles as ‘signs’ of God’s activity. In this sense stories integral to nature and message of religion, e.g. idea of God as healer/giver of life.

· Not meant to convert unbeliever; only perceived as signs by those who already believe.

· Confirm and strengthen faith, not create it.

· Some have reservations about seeing them as specific acts of God, as this undermines idea of God as active through creation. Need to realise God and miraculous are present in everything.

Key Points of The Role and Significance of Miracle Stories in Religions

· Scriptures don’t talk of ‘miracles’, but ‘wonders’ and ‘signs’.

· Three main roles are to function as signs of God’s activity, plan and nature; to support the development of faith; and support belief in revelation through scripture. Play a number of other roles as well.

· Little agreement of significance, even within one religion. While stories form part of popular faith, many realise they can’t provide evidence for religious claims, and a number of founders warned against seeking miracles.
· Nevertheless indicate religion’s understanding of God’s activity, purpose and character.

Miracles and the Competing Truth Claims of Different Religions:

· Common assumption that only ‘true’ religion can have ‘true’ miracles.

· Some religions think others have no miracles, others that they are ‘false’.

· Hume-every religion proclaims miracles as truth of message. Can’t all be true. If they support truth claims, miracles stories of one are evidence against those of others. Therefore we should not accept any as true.

· Alternative response is not to appeal to miracles to support truth claims.

· Understandings of miracles as signs provides different connection between miracles and truth claims. 
· Standard criticism of certain alleged miracle stories that the story is sensationalist, revealing nothing about God, and should be dismissed as ungenuine.

· What kind of God would bring about this kind of event?

· Debates about nature of God occur between religions; one religion may evaluate and criticise miracle stories of another by failing to accord with true nature.

Religious Pluralism

· Another possible response to issue is religious  pluralism:

1. Merely fact that religions coexist in society;

2. Religious tolerance;

3. Inter-religious dialogue;

4. Inter-religious cooperation;

5. The belief that religions other than one’s own make some valid or truth claims;
6. The belief that religions make equally valid or truth claims.

· First four forms of pluralism compatible with believing one’s own religion is only true religion. 

· If one believes miracles support truth of religion, possible that the miracle stories of other religions lead to remaining open-minded about possibility of others making truth claims. This may manifest in tolerance, dialogue and a willingness to cooperate.

· Fifth form may take evidence of miracles occurring in other religions to support claim that they are true in some respects. Miracle stories may promote an understanding of God’s character and nature that accord with some aspects of one’s own religion.
· Last form takes evidence of miracles across religions to indicate each is true. Rejects Hume’s assumption that they cannot all be true. No reason why God should not work miracles within any religion, as each contains valid (if potentially partial) response to reality of God.

Key Points of Miracles and the Competing Truth Claims of Different Religions

· Hume argues each religion claims its miracles indicate it is the true religion. Since not all can be true, should not believe any. Alternative response to think miracle stories do not support truth claims.

· Religious pluralism, in weak sense, compatible with believing that other religions are false. However, miracle stories may incline some people to be open-minded on whether they are true.

· Stronger forms of religious pluralism allow that truth can be found in more than one religion. If miracle stories support truth claims, they could support religious pluralism.
What Do We Mean by ‘Miracle’?:

· Different ways to define what a miracle is. Three important definitions:

1. An event that has religious significance;

2. An event caused by God;

3. An event that violates (or is otherwise not in accordance with) the laws of nature, caused by God.

· Appeal of first definition is that people talk of events such as miracles even when the event isn’t outside laws of nature. Sense of miracles a ‘sign’, without further commitment to sign being extraordinary. Allows element of subjectivity/interpretation as to whether event has ‘religious significance’. 

· However, some religions specify idea of significance further. Christianity miracles are connected to the events reported in Scriptures, such as healing. Therefore, not every event can be said to have religious significance. 

· Nevertheless, event may have significance only for religious believers, and then only those of a particular religion.
· Second definition rules out subjective interpretation, as miracles are those events in fact caused by God.

· Paul Tillich points out this view fits with pre-rationalist understanding of the world. Until people formulated scientific laws of nature, and believed everything happens in accordance with them, there could be no way of thinking of miracles as violations of such laws. Instead they are directly connected with the divine.

· However, this definition would say that every act of God is a miracle. But Tillich is more specific: a miracle must also be an astonishing, shaking event, and one that points to the ‘mystery of being’. Miracles given only to those for whom they are signs, and are received in faith.
· Third definition most common with philosophers. 
· Aquinas says a miracle is ‘beyond the order commonly observed in nature’, while Hume talks of a ‘transgression’ or ‘violation’ of a law of nature. 

· Also clear from many miracle stories that even if they are described only as signs, if they were just as described then something violating laws of nature must have occurred.

· Third definition allows for greater objectivity. Whether an event violates law of nature may secure more agreement than whether it is of religious significance; and it is hard to show that this sign is genuinely an act of God. For this reason, should also note miracles should be a public event.

Miracles and the Laws of Nature

· If adopt third definition important to be precise about relation between miracles and laws of nature.

· If we say miracle is violation of laws of nature, risk defining miracles out of existence. Statement is a law of nature only if it’s true, general (or universal) and contingent. (It must be general to be a law, and it must be contingent to be of nature rather than of logic).

· However, the occurrence of a natural event that violates the law makes statement either not true or not general. But if not true or not general, it is not a law.

· Any statement that is a law of nature cannot be violated whilst remaining a law.

· Therefore by definition, there can be no laws of nature; if a miracle is a violation of a law of nature, then it is a contradiction in terms. But miracles are not logically impossible.
· How are they related to laws of nature?

1. Miracle is a violation of known laws of nature. Objection: if a miracle occurs, then it would be wrong to call what we believe to be laws of nature laws. Instead, we should say

2. Miracle is a violation of what we believe to be laws of nature. Objection: This means that whether an event is a miracle depends on what we believe. Suppose God causes event in accordance with real laws of nature: if we know these laws, it isn’t a miracle, if we don’t, it is. Can’t be right, and also implies miracles are not exceptions to real laws of nature.

3. Miracle is an event that is outside, or not in accordance with, the laws of nature. Definition preserves both the idea that miracles are somehow ‘at odds’ with laws of nature, and the idea that they are still laws.

· One argument for third definition is that the laws of nature apply only to natural events. If an event is caused by God, it is not a natural event. So event doesn’t violate laws of nature; it just falls outside them. 

· Because it is outside laws of nature it is physically impossible, but that doesn’t mean it is logically impossible.

Key Points of What Do We Mean by ‘Miracle’?

· To say a miracle is an event of religious significance does not capture exceptional nature of miracles, makes whether an event counts as a miracle subjective.

· To say a miracle is an event caused by God, without indicating a breach of laws of nature, fits with pre-rationalist understanding of world. However, should add that the event is astonishing and points to ‘mystery of being’.
· Most common philosophical definition of miracles is events caused by God and not in accordance with laws of nature.

· Some philosophers claim that a miracle is a violation of laws of nature. But a law is true and general, so if an event is a violation of it, law is not genuine. Therefore no event can be a genuine violation of a law of nature.

· Another definition claims that laws of nature apply only to natural events, excluding events caused by God. Miracles, then, are not in accordance with the laws of nature (not physically possible), but are not violations of them.

·  Swinburne argues miracles are genuine violations, non-repeatable exceptions, to laws of nature. Argues that laws are only regularities, and if the event is non-repeatable, the law remains a true description of natural regularities.

Sceptical Arguments Regarding the Occurrence of Miracles:

· Hume’s previous arg.-given that every religion claims miracles, but not every religion can be true, we should not accept any as true. Evidence cancels out.
· However, also saw two alternatives: miracle stories do not confirm truth claims of religion; and religious pluralism.

· Before Hume’s other arguments discuss reasons within religion itself to doubt occurrence.
Three Theological Objections to Miracles

· Noted that argument for thinking of miracles as specific works of God undermines idea of God’s activity throughout creation.

· Second, suggests God acts selectively, sharpening problem of evil.

· Many theologians argue God’s activity in the world is not selective and so miracles in this sense don’t occur.

· Can reply that if purpose of the miracle is not to benefit a particular person but rather to support their and other’s religious faith, theory is not so objectionable. Selective benefit may make evil harder to understand but selective revelation does not.

· Other thinkers object to idea that God would use miracles to support religious faith. Suggests that people are incapable of recognising moral and religious truth when presented with it.

· Can reply that this may be true but is no objection. People are not always capable of recognising ‘the truth’ and may need some ‘wonder’ to move them towards religious faith.

Hume’s Arguments Against Miracles

· Defines miracles as “a transgression of a law of nature by a particular volition of the Deity”. However, we have seen that if this is true, a miracle is a contradiction in terms. Hume doesn’t argue this. Argues instead that we never have good reason to believe that miracles occur.
· Claims that “as a firm and unalterable experience has established these laws, the proof against a miracle, from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as any argument from experience can possibly be imagined”.

· By definition a miracle goes against regular and extensive experience of how the world works.

· On basis of experience, probability that miracle has occurred is always less than probability that it has.

· It is rational to believe what is most probable, and so we never have good reason to believe that a miracle has occurred.

· Hume only considers evidence for miracles from testimony, rather than from experiencing alleged miracles ourselves.

· Now, we can often rely on testimony, and we have established by our experience that what people tell us is true, we can later confirm it is true. For us to rationally believe testimony, though, it needs to be more probable that the testimony is true than not.

· Hume argues this is never the case with miracles. Always more probable that the testimony is false than that the events reported actually occurred:

1. No miracle attested to by people of good sense, education, integrity and reputation where the miracle is witnessed by many such people (attributes listed describe people we can trust not to be easily fooled and to tell the truth without exaggerating).
2. Human nature enjoys surprise and wonder, which gives us a tendency to believe unusual things when it isn’t justified.

3. Tales of miracles abound among ignorant peoples, and diminish in civilisation; and tales of miracles often given in explanation of everyday events such as battles and famine, that don’t need miraculous explanation.

· However, Hume’s arg. really rests on conflict between miracles and laws of nature, since he argues that even good testimony exists we should still not believe it.
· It is our experience that establishes reliability of testimony. Also our experience that establishes laws of nature, and so the evidence on two sides cancels out.

· Can understand importance of arguments by comparing miracles to unexpected events. These also go against experience, so do we ever have good reason to believe some unexpected event has occurred?

· Hume says yes on two conditions: first, that there is widespread, consistent agreement that the event occurred; and second, that there are ‘analogies’ of the event in our experience.

· Our experience leads us to expect the unexpected, within limits. These may vary from person to person; case of Indian who never believed water turned into ice having never lived anywhere cold enough. Hume says was right to believe that until more evidence appeared. If we heard someone came back from the dead, we should do the same.
· If evidence mounts up, should, then, not believe a miracle has occurred; should try to find what the natural cause of the event is. Only rational response is scientific discovery, not religious belief.

Objections

· If we investigate an event and find no natural causes to explain it, could we not reasonably conclude a miracle has occurred?

· Hume would say we have two choices; reject claim event happened or look for a natural cause.

· Does experience support this? Is there no experience that could support a belief in a non-natural cause?

· Hume would claim no experience is evidence for a non-natural explanation, because we never experience a non-natural cause. To suppose God caused some event will always be speculative, for we have no experience of God. Even if we don’t find a natural cause, we can only conclude we don’t know what the cause is, not that it is non-natural.
· On Hume’s account, if I personally witnessed someone undoubtedly killed get up, wounds heal and walk off, I still shouldn’t think there is a non-natural cause. Rest of experience casts doubt on what I see and it is more likely that I cannot trust my eyes.

· To have a good enough reason to believe the event actually happened, it should be sufficiently analogous to my experience, but if it is, it will probably have a natural cause. If it is not, can my current experience be trusted. At best evidence cancels out.

· May argue that if I am not the only witness and the others are reliable, but there is no scientific explanation available, then there is reason to believe a miracle has occurred.

· Conclusion doesn’t justify people believing in miracles, and also doesn’t mean they’ve ever occurred.

Key Points of Miracles

· Theologians objected to miracles on grounds that idea of God intervening specifically undermines idea of God’s activity throughout nature, sharpens problem of evil and suggests people cannot recognise moral and religious truth.

· Hume argues we never have good reason to believe, on the basis of testimony, that a miracle has occurred. Experience always provides overwhelming evidence that it didn’t occur, so it is more probable that the testimony is false.

· If testimony is very well supported and event has ‘analogies’ with experience, we should believe an unexpected event has occurred and look for its natural cause. To believe in a non-natural causes is never supported by experience.

· Can object that under certain conditions, it is possible to have good enough evidence to believe an event not in accordance with laws of nature has occurred.

Making Sense of Religion

Religious Language and Verificationism:
Ayer’s Argument

· Logical positivism, concerned with foundations and possibility of knowledge.

· Ayer’s version of verification principle states that a statement has meaning only if it analytic or empirically verifiable.

· Therefore ‘God exists’ and other statements about God are meaningless.

· Despite best attempts of Ontological Argument we cannot prove ‘God exists’ from a priori premises using deduction alone. So, ‘God exist’ is not analytically true, therefore, to be meaningful, it must be empirically verifiable. Ayer argues it’s not.
· If statement is not empirical hypothesis, it predicts that our experience will be different depending on whether it is true or false. But ‘God exists’ makes no such predictions, so it is meaningless.
· Some argue religious language attempts to capture something of religious experience and is inexpressible in literal terms.

· Ayer responds that whatever religious experiences reveal, they cannot be said to reveal any facts. Facts are content of statements that purport to be intelligible and can be expressed literally. If talk of God is non-empirical, it is literally unintelligible, hence meaningless.

Responses 

· Object that many people think ‘God exists’ has empirical content, e.g. Design Arg.

· However, problem of evil takes existence and extent of suffering to be evidence against His existence.

· Hick argues that even if we can’t verify existence in this life, doesn’t mean religious language is meaningless. Develops idea of ‘eschatological verification’; experiences of God in the afterlife would establish truth of existence of God. Ayer overlooked possible experiences of life after death.

· These accept verification principle, but it famously faces many objections. For instance, the verification principle does not appear to be analytically true, and is not empirically verifiable. If it were true it would be meaningless; it cannot be both true and meaningless, so it’s not true. If it’s false, it’s false.
· One response is to broaden principle to be that a statement must be analytically true, empirically verifiable or empirically falsifiable.

· To be able to say ‘this is a fork’ meaningfully, we have to know what kinds of situation would lead us to say ‘this is not a fork’. Anthony Flew argued that religious language is meaningless because nothing can prove God doesn’t exist. 

· If ‘God exists’ is a statement of fact it must be possible to imagine the conditions under which we would say that it was not a fact. For example theory of evolution by natural selection hypothesis; if aliens came to earth and demonstrated they had planted ‘fossils’, which they had in fact made, for us to find, we would give up the theory. What would make us give up the claim ‘God exists’? Can argue there are no tests of this kind and so it is not a factual claim.

The Meaning of Religious Language

· Can object that this is very limited view of meaning. Assumes for ‘God exists’ to state a fact, we have to know how to test whether that fact is true or false against sense experience.
· But could argue, first, that there are more types of experience than sense. Second, that the meaning of ‘God exists’ is related to and secured by making sense of facts. E.g. Design Arg. could be used to infer God’s existence as best explanation (or problem of evil to counter). In this case, ‘God exists’ is a hypothesis, but philosophical, not scientific. What we mean by ‘God exists’ is shown by these arguments.

· Alternative response is to agree that ‘God exists’ is not a statement of fact, but still has meaning as expression of non-cognitive attitude or commitment. 

· In support of this, should note people don’t normally acquire religious belief through argument or testing evidence. Instead, they come to an understanding of the world that is expressed in values and a way of living.
· When someone converts to a religion, the change is less in intellectual beliefs and more in will, what they value and how they choose to live.

· On this view, religious ‘beliefs’ are expressions of attitudes/commitments towards other people, nature, oneself, human history etc, that put the world in a certain light and support commitments to act in certain ways and to mature as a spiritual being. Core of accepting religious faith is intention to follow the way of life that religion prescribes.

· Can object that there is much more to religious ‘beliefs’ than a commitment to a way of life. What about different religions recommending similar ways of life? If commitment is all that matters, do beliefs matter at all? Many argue they do, and that how one lives is not the main point at all. Belief is not the same as attitude at all. Furthermore, many believers say that they live in a certain way because God exists and has shown how to live. But if this only expresses commitment to live in a certain way, then the question of why is unanswered. If ‘belief’ is just a commitment, what supports it, or is it arbitrary?

Key Points of Religious Language and Verificationism

· Verification principle claims that only statements that are analytic or empirically verifiable are cognitively meaningful. Ayer argues ‘God exists’ is neither and is thus meaningless.

· Hick argues that experiences after death can prove existence of God.

· Verification principle is self-defeating; neither analytically true nor empirically verifiable. By own standard, it is meaningless. Therefore cannot show religious language is meaningless.

· Flew argues ‘God exists’ is meaningless because it is unfalsifiable.

· Can object that religious language takes its meaning from attempting to make sense of experience in general, even though it cannot be verified or falsified by sense experience.

· Some argue religious language is not factual at all, but expresses believer’s attitudes and commitments towards life.

· Object that this is too reductionist. There is more to religious belief than adopting a particular way of life, and beliefs are often cited to justify the choice of a way of life.

Religion as a ‘Form of Life’:

· Wittgenstein-we can’t understand language without understanding the ways it is used and how it interacts with how we live and what we do.
· Wittgenstein greatly influenced by Kierkegaard.

· Sought to understand religious language/belief by relating to religious activity. Agreed with Ayer that religious language is not empirical, but not that it was not meaningful.

Language Games

· Attempted to understand by comparing language to games.

· Language is an activity guided by rules-in games rules govern what we do, in language they govern meaning.

· Meaning is learned from the rules governing the use of the word or sentence, just as ‘pieces’ in a game e.g. chess are understood in terms of how they can be used.

· Meaning often a matter of how words are used. Appreciating this requires distinction between surface grammar and depth grammar: words or sentences in one context describing objects or an event may be similar on the surface to ones that in another context do nothing of the sort, as in “the bus passes the bus stop” and “the peace of the Lord passes all understanding”. 
· To understand a particular ‘piece’ of language, one must look how it is used, as meaning does not come from form of words alone.
· When looking at how words are used we must look at language game giving them meaning. 
Religion as a ‘Form of Life’

· Idea of ‘language games’ emphasises foundation in activity.
· Wittgenstein says language game is the speaking part of a ‘form of life’. 
· Form of life far broader than any specific language game; the foundation out of which language games grow; collection of cultural practices that embed language games.
· As part of forms of life, language games do not need justification. Rooted in natural human reactions and activities.
· If, then, religious faith and language are a particular language game, part of a human form of life, claims need no justification. Only need to understand what is distinctive about them.
· Religious language must be understood as part of religious life.
· Religious language and life contain many different language games of praise and worship, prayer, miracles etc; but religious language can also be understood as forming a game in its own right, governed by particular rules.
· Wittgenstein argued that religious language has depth grammar quite distinct from its surface grammar.
