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The Relationship of Philosophy, Theology and Science 

 
 This chapter is structured by a historical survey of grand philosophical programs.  

Each philosophical program will be expounded enough to identify relationships to 

theology and science, and to provide a sample of each.  More could be said about each 

philosophy, theology, and science contribution, which if the reader’s interest is peaked, I 

encourage following where the notes lead.  One of the purposes of this paper is to show 

how philosophy changes theology and science with which it syncretizes.  This will 

provide an opportunity to affirm aspects and to critique other aspects of the philosophies 

expounded.  In the previous chapter I identified briefly my epistemic and theological 

method.  This chapter provides a philosophical rationale for this previous sketched 

summary.  If I provide a critique in this chapter as we travel through each philosophy 

(such as under Kant) then any following philosophies, theology and science that depend 

upon such a perspective are also critiqued without further raising the point repetitively. 
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 This survey includes: 1) Stoicism-Tertullian, 2) Plato-Augustine, 3) Aristotle-

Aquinas, 4) Renaissance Humanism-Calvin and the Biblical theology movement, 5) 

Descartes-Rationalists, 6) Locke and Newton-Edwards and Common Sense Realism, 

with Intelligent Design 7) Kant-Strauss, Ritschl and Crockett, 8) Romanticism-Evolution, 

Pietism of Schleiermacher and Evangelicalism, 9) Existentialism of Kierkegaard-Barth, 

Bultmann and Tillich, 10) Marx-Liberation theology, 11) Pragmatisms-Liberation, 

Evangelicalism, Relativity, and Quantum, 12) Process philosophy of Whitehead and 

Teilhard de Chardin, 13) Postmodern language games with traditional Christian 

communities and their theological hermeneutic, and 14) Critical Realism of Shedd, 

McGrath, Murphy, and Lakatos.  I embrace a hybrid view of critical realism in a Lakatos’ 

scientific method.  Throughout this survey, I will summarize some of the ways in which 

philosophy has affected theology and science, and highlight some of how it is affecting 

evangelical theology now.  In the midst of this survey I will assess each view for warrant 

in a few of its core beliefs.  This will provide us with the opportunity to evaluate whether 

these affects are appropriate and desirable.   

 I argue for philosophy’s role in theology to be streamlined to: 1) helping us be 

precise and coherent in our thought (as a critical realist), within a Renaissance humanism 

program of “back to the Christian textual roots” which Biblical theology largely provides, 

2) helping us think through ramifications of our commitments and the relationships this 

identifies us with, and 3) providing any additional basic beliefs that are strongly 

warranted, but do not counter those of Biblical theology.1  This chapter is not addressing 

                                                 
1 What I have in mind is “A Personal Statement,” and chapter on “Faith and Knowledge,” in Doug 
Kennard, The Relationship Between Epistemology, Hermeneutics, Biblical Theology and Contextualization 

(Lewiston: The Mellon Press, 1999), pp. 31–33 and 35–69. 
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the value or limitations of philosophy as a discipline itself; I leave that issue for others at 

another occasion.   

 

Stoicism 

 By the time Christianity arrived, Stoicism had entered its ethical phase and was 

one of the few highly moral options available in the Roman Empire, along with Judaism 

and Christianity.  When Paul presented the gospel to some stoic philosophers, he resisted 

the Stoic cyclical metaphysic with its internal idealistic creation and cataclysm,2 and 

presented a sovereign personal God, Who creates and draws all history out in a linear 

arrangement, ultimately heading to judgment and bodily resurrection (Acts 17:18–31).3  

Such a linear view of history is dependant upon the Jewish construct of creation unto 

Kingdom or more microscopically: exodus to Promised Land as a stage on the way to 

Kingdom (Ex. 1–19; Deut. 1–4).4   

 However, in a positive direction Christianity utilized Stoic concepts to provide 

some basic connections in making sense of the concept of the Trinity, as when Tertullian 

appropriated the concept of procession from the Stoic belief system to help Christianity 

make sense of the Trinity.  The stoic concept of procession meant “an extension” as in 

                                                 
2 Seneca, Nat. quaest. 3.29 in Seneca, Ad Lucilium Epistulae Morales. LCL. trans. R. M. Gummere 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1947) 24.4–7; 98.12–14; Silius Italicus, Punica LLC, Trans. J. D. 
Duff (Cambridge: Harvard, University Press, 1949) 6.531–38; Tacitus, Annals LLC. Trans. J. Jackson 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1951); Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Philosophers (Philosophoi 

Biol) 8.134; Plutarch, Moral. 1077d. 
3 Friedrich Lang, s.v. “pur̀,” TDNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968) 6:928–945, claims that such stoic 
ideas are fused with apocalyptic Jewish cataclysm to fund 2 Peter 3: 7–10, however I think that there is 
ample source material in the Jewish heritage of the prophets and apocalypses without folding in a 
philosophical source no where mentioned in the text.  Cf. Richard Bauckham, Jude, 2 Peter (Waco: Word, 
1983), pp. 300–1; 1QH 3.193b; Sib. Or. 2.187–213; 3.71–92; 4.171–182; 6.153–161; 1 Enoch 10.3; 
Hermas, Vis. 4.3.3.  Jewish-Christian apocalyptic continued to be rich in descriptions of cataclysm without 
dependence upon stoicism, e.g., Apocalypse of Peter. 
4 Thomas Cahill, The Gifts of the Jews (New York: Doubleday, 1998), pp. 18–19, 125–131, nicely 
summarizes the invention of linear history in a context in which all other peoples of the ancient Near East 
held to cyclical views. 
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the economic Divine Being extends Himself from the dominant expression of Father to a 

second and third persona of the Son and Holy Spirit.5  This connection did not impose 

the Stoic concept of logos or spirit as a divine impersonal grand metaphysical principle, 

for Christianity’s God concept involved three persons within it.  However, the fact that 

such concepts as logos and spirit were already seen in Stoicism as “divine” encouraged 

using other stoic concepts for describing the Christian’s Trinitarian God.  Furthermore, 

the clarity of the revelational “Word” as Christ, resisted being interpreted in a non-

personal Stoic manner within the church.   

 So on the whole, the early church comes out strongly against embracing a Stoic 

world view,6 even though a few Stoic concepts contributed to Christian theology. 

 Stoicism with its idealistic world view resisted the value and development of 

science.  Stoic metaphysics focused on the unseen ultimate, like the fire within 

everything as a non-personal divine principle that constituted all reality, which would 

eventually consume all reality in a cataclysm.  This distracted the stoics from the 

available advances in science such as Pythagoras’ mathematical analysis of a spherical 

earth and Egyptian astronomy, because they did not value the constituents of the 

universe.  Instead, they urged a morality to remain steady within divine determinism. 

 

Platonism 

 Plato is a major influence on Western Christian ideas, especially due to a neo-

Platonic version of his metaphysic, the theory of forms, and the simplicity of the Good.  

                                                 
5 Tertullian, Adv. Prax. 4, 5, 7, 8, 11; Against Praxeas. In The Writings of Quintus Sept. Flor. Tertullianus. 

Edited by Richard Ellmann. (Kila: Kessinger, 1869–70). 
6 E.g., Origen, Contra Celsus 4.11-13 in Origen Against Celsus. Edited by James Bellamy (London: B. 
Mills, 1660); Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. 1.7.1 in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, ed. A. Roberts and J. Donaldson vol. 
3 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,1995). 
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For example, one does not find in the real world a perfect circle, so Platonism conjectures 

that there is a realm of the forms which would house these perfect objects.  Thus, pure 

geometrical and mathematical concepts occupy this realm of the forms, which Augustine 

located for Christianity as in the mind of God.7  This grounding of geometry and 

mathematical concepts is the only way in which I can be said to be Platonic.   

 More extensively, Plato thus provides meaning to the shadows which we see and 

feel about us in the real world.  This level of Platonism is nicely pictured by Plato’s myth 

of the cave.8  The forms are that which is really true for Plato, in that they are: eternal, 

unchanging, unmoving and indivisible.  These forms introduce into all fields a dualism in 

which the higher realm associated with the forms is the true reality experienced through 

the lower realm of visible things and the discursive reasoning by which one conjures up 

the unchanging and indivisible truth of the forms.  For Plato, the realm of the forms is 

only accessible to humans because they have trafficked among the realm of the forms as 

souls before we were incarnated into our bodies.9  This pre-embodiement experience 

funds the Socratic method, so that everybody (even children and slaves) could recollect 

the truth of the forms with well placed questions to help them recollect this pre-

embodiement experience of their souls.  

                                                 
7 In this I follow Roger Penrose, Shadows of the Mind: A Search for the Missing Science of Consciousness 
(London: Vintage, 1995).  As a theologian, Alister McGrath (in A Scientific Theology: Reality, Volume 2 
[Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002], pp. 79–83, 170–176) concurs with this assessment and locates this 
mathematical realism in the mind of God following Augustine.   cf. Per Lindstrom “Quasi-realism in 
Mathematics,” The Monist 83 (2000): 122–47, but especially p. 130–132, and p. 138 where he discusses the 
objective reality of numbers and proposes options including Platonism and Dummett’s alternative of a 
Wittgenstein defined language game that has an intuitional essence beyond the definition, that perhaps 
accesses real mathematical objects like Putnam proposed. 
8 Plato, The Republic, book 6, sections 509–11 in Great Books of the Western World, #7 Plato (Chicago: 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952), pp. 386–88. 
9 Plato, Meno and Phaedo (in Great Books of the Western World, #7 Plato [Chicago: Encyclopaedia 
Britannica, 1952]), this recollection of the soul is discarded by most theologians, except that Origen 
embraced it with its preexistence and reincarnation, cf. Diogenes Allen, Philosophy for Understanding 

Theology (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1985), p. 48. 
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Augustine rejects this preexistence of humans but is confident that the forms 

illumine our minds to the true reality which informs the sensible shadows.10  This 

illumination is a kind of divine inspiration or divine informing about every thought a 

human thinks, even the pain of bumping one’s toe on a stone.   

Furthermore, this metaphysical dualism of form over object is reflected in a 

psychological dualism, in which a person is a soul held captive within a body until in 

death she can be set free from her body to the joy of the higher realm.  Such a dualistic 

description of humanity is first noticed in Christian theology through the Epistle of 

Diognetus, but it has remained a very resilient tradition.11   Plato also maintains a 

tripartite division of the soul,12 which serves as the fountainhead of trichotomy in the 

theology of man, as Justin Martyr expressed it.13  Such threeness in the image of man is 

further justified by the threeness in the One, which for Plato is the True, the Good, and 

the Beautiful, but in Christianity such Divine threeness is reworked for Biblical reasons 

to be Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Each of these three persons of God is combined into a 

simple, transcending essence for philosophy and theology.14 Augustine admires this 

                                                 
10 Augustine, Enarrations on the Psalms, 118 in A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of 

the Christian Church, vol. 8. Edited by Philip Schaff (Edinburgh/Grand Rapids: T & T Clark/Eerdmans, 
1994); De peccatorum meritis et remissione et de baptismo parvulorum 1.25.38 in Sanct Aureli Augustini 

De peccatorum meritis et remissione et de baptismo parvulorum ad Marcellinum libri tres. Edited by Carl 
Franz Vrba and Joseph Zycha (Vindobonae, F. Tempsky, 1913); De civitate Dei 10.2 or The City of God in 
the Great Books of the Western World, vol. 18, edited by William Benton (Chicago:Encyclopaedia 
Britannica, 1952).  The medieval church tends to appreciate platonic illuminationism following Augustine 
until Aristorilian sensibility wins out in the wake of Aquinas. 
11 Epistle to Diognetus. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1964). 
12 Plato , The Republic, book 4, pp. 342–56. 
13 Justin Martyr, Apol. 1.29 in Saint Justin Martyr: The First Apology, The Second Apology, Dialogue with 

Trypho, Exhortation to the Greeks, Discourse to the Greeks, The Monarchy; or the Rule of God. Edited by 
Thomas B. Falls (New York: Christian Heritage, 1949); For discussion of the dichotomy, trichotomy and 
the descriptive Biblical theology multifaceted unity see the later chapter by “A Biblical Anthropology 
Funding Bio-Ethics” which grew out of Doug Kennard and Paul Holmes, “The Nature of Man a Biblical 
theology Approach,” earlier presented as a paper at the Wheaton Theology Conference, 1997. 
14 Plato, The Republic, book 6, sections 509, p. 386 and Augustine, De Trin. 5.2.3; 5.16.17; 6.4.6; 6.6.8; 
6.7.8; 6.10.11; 15.13.22 in The Trinity (Washington: Catholic University of America Press, 1963); In Joan. 

Evang. 99.4 in Homilies on the Gospel According to St. John, and his First Epistle (Oxford: J. H. Parker, 
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Platonic threefoldness of God further by developing God’s roles as to create beings, 

communicate truth and cultivate moral goodness through His grace.15  Of course, 

Augustine was especially trying to be Biblical so that he embraced a monotheistic 

concept of God and His creation of things with time, all of which are very foreign to 

Platonism’s Demiurge and eternal creation.  Such models of humanity were significantly 

reworked by the Biblical theology movement as it redefined Biblical anthropological 

concepts toward a multifaceted unity rather than these Platonically informed dichotomy 

or trichotomy.16 

 Under Platonic influence the commitment that all truth is eternal truth frames 

Trinitarian relations in eternalized ways.  For example, as a Platonist, Origen proposed 

that the three Divine persons were each a distinct hypostasis from all eternity.  To explain 

this fact and to combat modalism, he proposed that the Son was eternally generated by 

the Father.17  This is reflected at Nicea by Eusebius of Caesarea’s suggestion of his own 

Creed of Caeserea with the statement “Son only-begotten … begotten of the Father 

before the ages.”18  He reasoned that the Son must be begotten before creation because 

                                                                                                                                                 
1848–49); De civ. Dei 11.10.1.3.  I have previously critiqued the concept of simplicity as self defeating in 
Doug Kennard, The Classical Christian God (Lewiston: The Mellon Press, 2002), pp. 73–75 after the 
manner of Alvin Plantinga, Does God Have a Nature? (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1980). 
15 Augustine, De civ. Dei 8.10.2. 
16 Doug Kennard, “Biblical Anthropology as a Creation and Revelation Framework for Doing Bio-Ethics,” 
Evangelical Philosophical Society paper 2006 and later chapter of this book; Hans Walter Wolff, 
Anthropology of the Old Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1974); Gerhard Kittle and Gerhard 
Friedrich, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964–76); Johannes 
Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1974–present); Colin Brown, The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1975); Laird Harris, Gleason Archer, and Bruce Waltke, Theological Wordbook of the 

Old Testament (Chicago: Moody Press, 1980); Willem VanGemeren, New International Dictionary of Old 

Testament Theology & Exegesis (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997). 
17 Origen, Comm. Jo. 2.10.75; 20.22.182f; 32.16.192f. in The Ante-Nicene Farther. Origen’s Commentary 

on John (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1990). 
18 Suggestion from Eusebius shown in his Epist. Euseb. apund Socrates; support of this point and the Creed 

of Caesarea shown in Henry Bettenson, Documents of the Christian Church (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1963), pp. 24–25. 



 20

the Son creates everything, but this language did not make it into the Nicene Creed.  This 

eternal begetting language finally made it into the Constantinople revision of the Nicene 

Creed (381 A.D.) and more blatantly in the second canon of The Canons of the Second 

Council of Constantinople (553 A.D.).  In defense of this view, Victorinus, the Neo-

Platonic philosopher took up the defense of the homoousion (same essence) view of the 

persons of the Godhead, against the Arians.  He held that God is eternally in motion; His 

essence is equivalent to that of a perpetual mover.  So, eternal generation shows the 

perpetuity of the movement of the Son and the potentency of the Father to move the 

Son.19  This perspective of Victorinus was very influential on Augustine’s view as he 

formulated what became the mature standard view of the Trinity for the Western church 

in his volume De trinitate.  Augustine sees that the distinction of the persons is grounded 

in mutual relations within the Godhead.  This concept of relation clarifies that it is not 

three essences or three accidents in the Aristotelian philosophical categories but three real 

eternal relations (aliquid relation).20  Therefore, the relations within the Godhead are: the 

Father is eternally begetting, the Son is eternally begotten, and the Spirit is eternally 

proceeding or being bestowed within the Godhead.  Of course, Augustine brings much 

more to the Trinity than this, but the critical move from conceiving of the persons as 

extensions of the Divine to conceiving the persons as equal related Ones within the 

Divine has been made partly under the influence of Platonic commitment to the eternality 

of truth. 

                                                 
19 Victorinus, Adv. Ar. 1.43; 3.7; 4.20–21; De gen. Verb. 2; 29-30; Ib. 1.31; 1.41; 4.20 in Theological 

Treatises on the Trinity (Washington: Catholic University of America Press, 1981). 
20 Augustine, de trin. Bks. 5-7; Ioh. Tract. 39; Enar. on the Ps. 68.1.5; ep. 170; 238–41; de civ. Dei 11.10.  
I critique this development of eternal generation in Douglas Kennard, The Classical Christian God, 
(Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press, 2002), pp. 82–85, and throughout the next chapter, “The Role of Tradition 
in Theology” earlier presented as a paper at ETS, 2003. 
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 Platonic philosophy also contributed significantly to the theological hermeneutics 

of patristic and medieval Christianity.  Origen set early Christianity upon a Platonic 

hermeneutic with three levels to reflect a Platonic view of humanity: literal (fleshly), 

moral (psychic), and spiritual.21  Origen says that the first level is to attract people to the 

study of the Bible so that they would transcend it with the allegorical approach.22  The 

last level, that of spiritual hermeneutics, was an allegorical approach that would often 

ignore the previous and allow Platonic philosophical perspectives into Christianity.23  

Hanson concludes that “this openness to non-Christian intellectual influences on the part 

of Origen meant that he was consciously endeavoring to reconcile the text of the Bible 

with contemporary philosophy and was under the necessity of finding in the Bible by 

some means or other his philosophical speculations.”24   Again, the Biblical theology 

movement maintains its own voice and hermeneutic with confidence and warrant, such 

that it does not need to proof text itself or position itself in such philosophical 

speculations. 

 Platonic philosophy has left a deep imprint upon Christian theology lived out as 

well.  As Diogenes Allen develops, 

 For Plato as for Christianity, this world is not our home.  We have a destiny which 
 cannot be fully achieved here, and human life is a journey from this world to 
 ultimate reality.  Plato and Christianity differ on the nature of this world, on what 
 our true home is, and on how we get there. But their common insistence that the 

                                                 
21 R. P. C. Hanson, Allegory and Event: A Study of the Sources and Significance of Origen’s Interpretation 

of Scripture (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002, originally 1959), especially pp. 62–63, 235–
238; Cf. Robert Grant, The Letter and the Spirit (New York: Macmillian, 1957), Jean Pipen, Mythe et 

Alle vgorie: Les origins grecques et les contestations jude vo-chre vtiennes (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1958, 
rev. 1976); Manlo Simonetti, Lettera e/o allegoria: Un contributo alla storia dell’esegesi patristica (Rome: 
Institutum Patristicum Augustinianum, 1985);  Karen Torjesen, Hermeneutical Procedure and Theological 

Method in Origen’s Exegesis (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1986). 
22 Origen, Contra Celsum VII.60. 
23 Hanson, Allegory and Event, p. 238. 
24 Hanson, Allegory and Event, pp. 361–362. 
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 sensible world depends on a nonsensible reality and that our happiness or well-
 being is to be found there makes them allies.25  
 
Augustine admits indebtedness to this Platonism especially in the formulating of a 

spiritual being of “unchangeable light” and that evil is a privation in things.26  

However, because Augustine read Greek poorly he cites only about five of Plato’s own 

works.  Instead, Plotinus and at times Porphyry became the conduit carrying Plato’s 

ideas, since they were translated into Latin.  Augustine develops that there are two ways 

to arrive at truth: authority and reason.27  In this, Augustine wishes to embrace both faith 

and reason together.   

 As regards the matters which are to be investigated by close reasoning, I am of 
 such a mind that I impatiently desire to grasp the truth not only through faith but 
 also by understanding.  I am confident that I will find in the Platonists nothing 
 that will be at variance with our sacred literature.28   
 
My contention is that Augustine is overconfident of this last opinion and has absorbed 

some Platonism that also distances him from the Biblical text.29  

 Diogenes Allen highlights another Platonic influence on Augustinian theology as 

the increase in knowledge of God impacts moral development. 

 Another feature of the Augustinians … describes the ascent of the soul from the 
 sense perception (the cave) to the vision of the Good.  Moral improvement or 
 purification of the soul is achieved with increasing knowledge of reality.  Thus in 
 theology we have the notion that the increase in knowledge of God goes hand in 
 hand with moral improvement and vise versa.  There is no intimate knowledge of 
 God without such a moral change in the knower.  This Platonic-Augustinian 

                                                 
25 Diogenes Allen, Philosophy for Understanding Theology, p. 39. 
26 Augustine, The Confessions 7.1.1 and 7.10–14 in the Great Books of the Western World, vol. 18, edited 
by William Benton. (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952); Cf. parallel columns in of Plotinus and 
Augustine in M. Gradgeorge, Saint Augustin et le neoplatonisme. La possibilité d’une philosophie 

chrétienne. Edited by Michele Federico Sciacca. (Louvain: Publications universitaires de Louvain, 1956), 
pp. 70–84, 117–147; also Eugene Portalie, A Guide to the Thought of Saint Augustine (Chicago: Henry 
Regnery Co., 1960),  chapter 6, “Neoplatonic Influences,” pp. 95–135. 
27 Augustine, Against the Academics. Edited by John Joseph O’Meara. (Westminster: Newman Press, 
1950), 3.20.43. 
28 Augustine, Against the Academics 3.20.43. 
29 Examples include comments in notes: 10, 13, 17, 25. 
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 epistemical tradition goes along with the likeness between knowledge and vision, 
 and the belief that such vision is higher than the knowledge which can be gained 
 discursively with concepts.30  
 
Such an emphasis has been reflected in theological diminishment of the human body and 

ecology, and also the increase of mysticism.31  The monastic and the mystical lives are in 

many ways at least as much neo-platonic philosophy as they are Christian.   

 We need to remind ourselves that Christianity has a deep commitment to reality, 

rather than the idealism present within Platonism.  God created the universe and all that is 

within it (Gen. 1; Jn. 1:1–3).  Our bodies are part of that good creation.  The real Christ 

was incarnated in a real creation (Jn. 1:9–18).  The prophets identify that the future 

Kingdom is on the new earth.  Christ identified that his own disciples would have 

responsibility in this Kingdom on earth everlasting (Mt. 19:27–30; Lk. 19:17, 19).  Even 

John highlights the ultimate destiny is on earth, as the New Jerusalem descends (Rev. 

21).  Additionally, the mystical salvation concept championed by Schweitzer, does not 

set up a Platonic mysticism but is better placed upon a foundation of Jewish Merkabah 

mysticism in which the divine throne room in heaven, and the level of creation we live in 

(with an earthly tabernacle inhabited by God), are both realities.32  Likewise, this 

                                                 
30 Allen, Philosophy for Understanding Theology, p. 49. 
31 An example of this neo-platonic mysticism is in Meister Eckhardt, but Augustine does not embrace such 
a contemplative aspect of the Christian life, cf. Doug Kennard “Augustine’s Concept of the Christian Life” 
a paper at Dallas Theological Seminary, 1980, pp. 12–15. 
32 Often in Hebrews 9:23–28 the better place of heaven is developed through a Platonic framework but this 
is foreign to the text.  In Platonism the heavenly forms are the only reality, with the earthly objects being 
merely a shadow of this reality imposed upon our senses through the recollection of our souls’ preincarnate 
life among those heavenly forms.  In a Platonism, if the truth is present in the heavenly then it is present in 
the earthly as well, because the earthly is a mere shadow of the heavenly.  Here in Hebrews 9:23–25 both 
the heavenly tabernacle and the earthly copies of the heavenly tabernacle are real as evidenced by the 
Hebraic pattern of Merkabah mysticism.  That is, both the heavenly and earthly tabernacles are real and 
different things may be occurring in these different realities.  For example, the heavenly tabernacle is 
normally thought to be where God’s presence dwells (e.g., Isa. 6:4) but the amazing thing is that with the 
cleansed tabernacle God dwells on earth, with the ark of the covenant serving as His throne (eg. Ex. 40:34–
38).   However, the uncleaness of the earthly temple dislodges the divine presence from the earthly temple, 
while it remains in the heavenly temple (e.g., Ezek. 1:4–28; 11:22–25).  The different conditions of the 
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Platonism never removed the resilient Biblical idea of personal resurrection of body from 

Christian eschatology,33 even though the destination moved from the earthly kingdom 

emphasis (of the prophets, Jesus, synoptics and Revelation 21–22) to heaven as the 

eternal Kingdom habitation (following Augustine34).  Could this last shift be a subtle 

effect of Platonism as well? 

 Platonism with its idealism resists the development of science because of its focus 

upon the One and its forms.  This orientation distracts and even pities and mocks those 

who develop astute observation of the visual objects, denigrating these objects as mere 

shadows of the true reality in the ethereal realm accessible only through mystical 

recollection, authority and discoursive reasoning.35  This focus aided the grounding of 

geometrical and mathematical concepts as rooted in the forms but it diminishes 

scientifically examining of objects as real truth and warrant for science. 

 

Aristotle 

 For centuries Aristotle’s works were primarily inaccessible to the West, except for 

Categories and On Interpretation, which made major contributions.  Aristotle countered 

Plato with qualities as present in primary substances, not their ethereal forms.  This 

approach shifts epistemology to a realism, which accentuates the idea of the kinds of 

substances as absolutely vital for philosophy and theology.   One expression of this is 

apparent in the difference between the meaning of nature as what (described by 

                                                                                                                                                 
pure heavenly temple and the occasionally unclean earthly temple show that they are both real in this 
multidimensional Hebraic framework rather than the idealism of the earthly shadows, that a Platonism 
would portray.  Cf. C. Marvin Pate and Douglas Kennard, Deliverance Now and Not Yet: The New 

Testament and the Great Tribulation (New York: Peter Lang, 2003), especially chapters 3–6 and 14–15.      
33 Cf. Caroline Walker Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1995). 
34 Augustine, The City of God, bk. 20, ch. 6, 9, 10 and bk. 22, ch. 4, 11. 
35 Plato, The Republic bk. 7, 514–17 “the cave” in Plato, vol. 7, pp. 388–89. 
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attributes) and person as who (described by relations).  For example, Gregory of Nyssa 

makes this point as he corrects Trinity descriptions to be one substance (or what) and 

three persons (or whos).36  He points out that ousia (what or essence or species) should 

not be used interchangeably with hypostasis (person or who).  However, he transcends 

Aristotle’s Categories when he develops that God’s unity is identical with the unity 

between the persons.  That is, Aristotle had left the unity of persons to be like the species 

of “humanity;” the kind of understanding that in the Twentieth century would fund social 

trinity (in which there are three persons within the species of God).  However, Gregory 

points out that the ousia of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit is not a secondary substance.  

That is, they do not have the same ousia, they are the same ousia.  That is, not that there 

is a species of God with three occupants but that there is only one God.  In Gregory’s 

wake, Augustine looked to primary substance, in particular the mind of a human for an 

analogy of this unity and diversity within God.37  Augustine recognized the Trinity in: 1) 

the human mind, 2) its power to know and love, and 3) the object of such knowledge and 

love.  In Augustine, the first usually stands for the Father, while the second Who (the 

Spirit) as the medium in the expression of knowledge and love to the third Who (the 

Son).  

 With new books of Aristotle being discovered in the second half of the twelfth 

century from among the Muslim’s of Spain, Aristotle’s precision and learning drew a 

new group who viewed themselves as professional teachers.  Among these teachers, 

Scholasticism (a clear and unifying system of theology) was formed.  Scholasticism 

                                                 
36 Gregory of Nyssa, “Letter 38” in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 2nd ser., ed. Philip Schaff and Henry 
Wace, trans. Blomfield (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955), 8:137–38.  There is also a nice discussion of this 
influence of Aristotle on the theologians in Diogenes Allen, Philosophy for Understanding Theology, pp. 
93–144. 
37 Augustine, de trin. 5–7. 
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depended primarily upon logic and the art of organizing truth into rationally intelligible 

systems of thought.  When in 1255 A. D., the faculty of arts of the University of Paris 

adopted a new syllabus of the study of all Aristotle’s works sharp distinctions arose 

between philosophy and theology, faith and reason, nature and supernature, which had 

not existed before in Christianity, and unfortunately should not exist.38  In the wake of 

these distinctions, theology highly depends upon the Bible and tradition, whereas 

philosophy (under Aristotle) is largely a deductive system from observable principles in 

the natural world.  For example, Aristotle begins with terms (the categories into which 

terms fall) and then analyzes the meaning of propositions by studying formal terms and 

syllogisms, which emerge coherently from these categorical presuppositions.  In this, a 

syllogism proves valid conclusions but they do not govern reality unless the premises are 

shown to be really true as well. 

 One of the gains of this Aristotelianism is increased precision.  For example, this 

precision is evident in Aristotle’s biological writings, which constitute one quarter of all 

Aristotle’s extant manuscripts.   In his History of Animals, On the Parts of Animals, and 

On the generation of Animals he categorizes animals into visually distinguishable types.  

Such as whales are characterized as cetacean, similar to fish but without scales and with 

air breathing through a blow hole.39  He includes treatises on the motion and gait of the 

living animal in its living condition, as well as some sketches and description of animal 

                                                 
38 For example, I show the broad synonymy of faith and knowledge in three ways in Doug Kennard, The 

Relationship Between Epistemology, Hermeneutics, Biblical Theology and Contextualization, chapter 3, 
“Faith and Knowledge,” pp. 35–70.  The three arguments are: 1) in practice most theologians throughout 
history use faith as overlapping with knowledge, 2) following John Austin’s How to do things with Words 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1962), ordinary use sees these terms as synonyms, and 3) a Biblical 
theology analysis of faith and knowledge uses the terms synomously. 
39 Aristotle, History of Animals bk. 8, 1.589b and On the Parts of Animals bk. 4, 13. 695b in The Works of 

Aristotle: II. Great Books of the Western World (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952), pp. 115–6, 
227.  
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and human parts from dissection.  The precision of the discipline did not remain static, 

for in the first century A.D., Galen made major advances in the anatomy of humans 

(which dominated the field for fourteen centuries or longer) with his study of the human 

skeleton and his dissection, which turned out to be primarily of apes.  With this technique 

of comparative anatomy occasional glitches of human anatomy (funded by ape 

dissection) were realized by Andreas Vesalius in the sixteenth century.  Vesalius’ 

commitment to human dissection made major advances and corrections to the field of 

human anatomy in his 1543 A.D. work, On the Structure of the Human Body.40   Even 

though this volume was a magnificent work, Vesalius revised it again in 1555 A.D. with 

more accurate information and sketches that reflected especially fetal conditions and 

female reproduction, based on further dissections of human cadavers.  When the 

discipline developed more precision, it was under the commitment that the real, rather 

than authority, determined the truth of the human body.  This realist development within 

the discipline moved beyond Aristotle with further more precise and comprehensive 

observations.  

 An additional example of increased precision is in Aristotle’s explanation in the 

Physics and Metaphysics that there are four levels of cause: 1) material, 2) efficient or 

movement, 3) essence or form, and 4) final.  The heavenly level of contents and causes is 

seen by him to be immortal and contained an unmoved mover that continuously effects 

the lower level of generation and decay.  For Aristotle, this unmoved mover is not an 

object of worship, nor a creator, nor really knows anything beyond itself.  Aristotle’s 

unmoved mover is a final cause drawing all that exists to itself.   

                                                 
40 Jerome Tarshis, The Father of Modern Anatomy: Andreas Vesalius (New York: The Deal Press, 1969), 
pp. 7–17, 30, 45, 60, 73–78, 96–97. 
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 Aristotle’s affect upon Aquinas is especially evident with Thomas’ five ways to 

prove the existence of God.41  Based on the realization that every effect has a cause, he 

floats four cosmological arguments and a teleological argument.  The conclusion of the 

first way provides the first cause of motion to be a Being which is pure act (in whom 

there is no potential), which is similar to Aristotle’s unmoved mover.  The second way 

goes further than Aristotle in showing a first efficient cause.  The third way describes 

God to be a necessary Being.  Aristotle had viewed all heavenly bodies as necessary 

beings and called them all gods as the other Greeks had done.  The fourth way treats God 

as the exemplar or formal cause of all perfections.  The fifth way shows God is the final 

cause and designer of all things.  For Aquinas, on the basis of these arguments and his 

basic belief in Exodus 3:13–14, God is sheer existence or independent in His aseity.42  In 

his argument Aquinas has not philosophically excluded the option of an infinite regress 

of contingent beings like contemporary Bonaventura tried to do, but he bridges this 

philosophical gap by dependence on the clarity of the Biblical text.43  I agree with the 

basic thrust of Aquinas arguments here but it is important to notice that he has been more 

dependant on the Biblical text than is often acknowledged and he modified the God 

concept which these arguments provide by the Biblical notion of a personal Creator 

God,44 allowing the non-Biblical notion of a Necessary Being to be merged with it.  That 

is, the Aristotilianism has been significantly modified by the Biblical model of God, but 

those aspects of the Aristotelian concept of God that retain external warrant to him are 

                                                 
41 Aquinas, Summa Theologica, First Part, Question 2, article 3 in Great Books of the Western World. vols. 
19 and 20 (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952). 
42 I disagree with Aquinas interpretation of Exodus 3:13–14 as too philosophical and call us back to a more 
Hebrew notion evident in the Qal or Hiphil of the “to be” verb, in which God promises to be there for His 
people; cf. Kennard, The Classical Christian God, pp. 106–7.  
43 Aquinas, Summa Theologica, First Part, Question 2, article 3, “On the Contrary.”  
44 I also wish to affirm a non-Aristotelian cosmological approach to God, though I also agree that God is a 
Necessary Being, cf. Kennard, The Classical Christian God, pp. 11–61. 
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permitted to inform the real character of God.  Because I am here laying out a 

philosophical and theological framework within which science should operate it is 

helpful at this point to present a contemporary cosmological argument that defends itself 

within our modern context, and to explain the God that is defended by such 

argumentation. 

A Cosmological Argument 

 This argument begins with the experience of existence and floats its argument 

within the experience of creation.  Such a cosmological argument has some evidence of 

its use within the Bible for purposes of fostering worship, gospel and judgment.  For 

example, Psalm 19:1 testifies to God’s grandeur as known from the creation; “The 

heavens are telling of the glory of God; and their expanse is declaring the work of His 

hands.”  Additionally, in a context of gospel proclamation, Paul develops a common 

ground with the Athenians between the rival Epicurean and Stoic philosophies by 

appealing to the remembered experience of a plague being averted as pointing to the 

Creator sovereign God, Who is acknowledged by them but remains largely unknown to 

them (Acts 17:18–31).  Paul develops that this Creator is the One Who has resurrected 

Christ.   This gospel was effective enough for some to come to a saving knowledge of 

Christ even though most seemed to reject it at the point of Christ’s resurrection.  For 

those who reject the gospel or who have never heard the gospel, God is still righteous in 

judging them with wrath as Paul wrote in Romans 1:19–20, “because that which is 

known about God is evident within them; for God made it evident to them.  For since the 

creation of the world His invisible attributes, His everlasting power and divine nature, 

have been clearly seen being understood through what has been made, so that they are 
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without excuse.”  In Paul’s perspective, there is enough evidence in creation to point to 

God as an everlasting powerful and immortal being.  Thus this is a cosmological 

argument in which this voice from creation is precisely heard. 

 The particular cosmological argument that is presented here is framed by three 

mutually exclusive Aristotelian options that cover the whole array of origins 

contemplated.  For example, ‘Uncaused’ beings are those which are eternal and through 

this argument are seen to be actually necessary.  In contrast, beings which are ‘caused by 

another’ in this framework are contingent, with all the changeability and dependence of 

‘happen to be’ beings.  The third option of “self caused” has in view a range of options 

like:  Stephen Hawking’s view that within an everlasting universe with imaginary time, 

the big bang brought about the expanding universe and positive time without outside 

cause;45 microscopically Donald Sherburne’s naturalistic process view;46 Fred Hoyle’s 

continuous creation of Hydrogen molecules;47 and extreme forms of existentialism which 

see choice involved in creating one’s own existence in the first place.  From this 

framework the cosmological argument may be run as follows:    

1) If any being exists, then it is either:  uncaused, caused by another, or self caused. 

2) Some contingent beings exist (e.g., I exist). 

                                                 
45 Stephen Hawking, A Brief History of Time From the Big Bang to Black Holes (New York: Bantam 
Books, 1988), pp. 46–47, 133, 139, 143. 
46 Donald Sherburne, A Key to Whitehead’s Process and Reality (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1966), process explanation 1–204, atheism is evident in pp. 29–32 and in classroom discussion in 
class on Whitehead, at Vanderbilt University, Fall, 1985. 
47 Simon Mitton, Conflict in the Cosmos: Fred Hoyle's Life in Science (Washington D.C.: Joseph Henry 
Press, 2005), p. 124 discusses the first presentation Hoyle made of this view among friends Hermann Bondi 
and Thomas Gold in 1948; Cf. G. Burbridge, F. Hoyle, and J. V. Narlikar, “A Different Approach to 
Cosmology,” Physics Today 52(1999): 38–44, and A. Albrecht, “Reply to ‘A Different Approach to 
Cosmology,’” Physics Today 52(1999): 44–46; G. Burbridge, F. Hoyle, J. V. Narlikar, and A. Albrecht, A 

Different Approach to Cosmology Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
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3) Contingent beings are not uncaused because, they are dependent in their ‘happen to be 

existence’ (e.g., I had a beginning and need food for growth). 

4) Human experience indicates that non-existent contingent beings do not cause 

themselves to exist (i.e. you can’t be prior to yourself). 

5) Therefore, contingent beings are caused by another (e.g., I have parents). 

6) The cause for these contingent beings existing is either an infinite regress of contingent 

beings or ultimately a necessary being. 

7) An infinite regress of contingent beings is unreasonable because the universe 

evidences a finite age from observations of its expanding nature. 

8) Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that a necessary being exists, which we call 

God.     

 The weakest premise is probably premise 4 because the views of Hawking, 

Sherburne, Hoyle and extreme existentialists are not stopped by this popular human 

appeal.  However this is not very significant because each option could be diminished.  

For example, most astronomers do not embrace Hoyle’s view of continuous creation 

because they accept the law of the conservation of energy and explain Hydrogen gas 

clouds in relation to the forming or exploding of a star.  Likewise, most existentialists do 

not develop these details but recognize that one needs existence in the first place for there 

to be meaningful choice to frame one’s essence and this argument is about explaining 

where this initial existence comes from.   Hawking’s basic belief entails an everlasting 

universe before the big bang which we know nearly nothing about.  However, he has the 

assumption that the rules for our universe are so compelling that they or some aspect 

from the unknown universe could instigate the big bang without any further cause.   The 
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expanding universe known to human experience has no observed mechanism to explain 

the instigation of the big bang.  Hawking’s basic belief is for a claim of which he has no 

explanation of the process.  Others like Richard Gott and Li-Xin Li of Princeton join him 

by mapping a model that permits the universe to become its own mother.48   Sherburne’s 

naturalistic process denies the God of most process advocates and adds the personal 

quality of occasions which is extremely foreign to most scientific microscopic analyses.  

These unusual modifications identify that those who believe the universe to be its own 

mother is rather small group.  So perhaps a popular appeal is not hindered by the few who 

would side step this argument.  For most, the verse sung in the “Sound of Music” still 

makes sense, “Nothing came from nothing, nothing ever could.”  Thus premise 4 will 

hold for most; human experience indicates that non-existent contingent beings do not 

cause themselves to exist. 

 Premise 3 has within it the possibility of the cause for contingent being to be a set 

or nexus of contingent beings, but each set or nexus would then be dependent upon some 

contingent beings or set of contingent beings.  Ultimately this sequence of causes for 

contingent beings or sets of beings is either an infinite regress of contingency or 

ultimately begun by a necessary being. 

 Premise 7 used to be a difficult chasm to close (as evident by Aquinas’ appeal to 

Scripture to bridge this gap) but since the advent of the big bang theory and empirical 

evidence for the expanding universe this step is significantly easier for those who are 

scientifically inclined.  At the turn of the century, Henriet Levit recognized that the length 

of time it took to fix the image of a cephied star on a photographic plate indicated the 

                                                 
48http://www.sns.ias.edu/~dejan/CCS/work/news/Gott_interview/J.Richard.Gott.III.eng.html#selfcreating%
20universe. 
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distance this star was from the earth.49  In 1914 Vesto Slipher observed that there was a 

red shift change in light from distant galaxies, indicating that they were moving away 

from the earth.50  In 1917 William de Sitter found that a solution to Einstein’s equations 

of general relativity could be solved, predicting an exploding Universe.51  Edwin Hubble 

used these understandings and observations to recognize that the more distant stars had a 

spectrographic redder Dopler shift of light, and thus an expanding universe.52  From this 

awareness, he proposed Hubble’s law, which states that distance to stellar objects is 

proportional to velocity (i.e. twice as far away means twice as great a velocity).53  In 

1963, Arno Penzias and Robert Wilson of the Bell Laboratories discovered cosmic 

radiation in every direction which corroborated what Ralph Alpher and Robert Herman 

predicted in 1948 should be expected if there had been a big bang.54  The Cosmic 

Background Explorer satellite was launched in 1989 and the summary of COBE’s data in 

April 1992 concluded that it supported a big bang thesis on the basis of cosmic 

radiation.55   From these experimental facts the theory of the big bang is constructed and 

warranted.  At least the expanding universe is scientifically observable, whether this 

means that the big bang occurred where this expanding universe originated or whether 

creation merely emerged as an later stage of this expanding universe is largely dependent 

upon one’s presupposition for an old or young universe.  In the early 1970’s the theory of 

the oscillating universe was floated but it is difficult to maintain today because there is 

rather broad agreement that the observed masses in the universe are rather small when 

                                                 
49 http://map.gsfc.nasa.gov/m_uni/uni_101expand.html and http://hoa.aavso.org/posterswan.htm. 
50 Robert Jastrow, God and the Astronomers (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1978), pp. 23–24. 
51 Robert Jastrow, God and the Astronomers, pp. 24 
52 Robert Jastrow, God and the Astronomers, pp. 27, 55. 
53 http://map.gsfc.nasa.gov/m_uni/uni_101expand.html. 
54 Robert Jastrow, God and the Astronomers, pp. 14–21. 
55 http://aether.lbl.gov/www/projects/cobe/. 
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compared to their high velocities and great distances.  The oscillating universe also 

multiplies inexplicables like:  a mechanism for the repeated big bangs, how to turn a 

black hole of the big crunch into the big bang, how to overwhelm entropy which would 

decay the oscillations so everlasting oscillations would be impossible, and what is the 

cause for the believed infusion of energy/matter to overwhelm entropy.56   A further nail 

in the coffin for the oscillating model is the study, by both the University of Berkeley 

astronomer Alex Filippenko and Harvard University team comparing supernova from one 

to ten billion light years away from earth, which indicates that the universe is expanding 

at an increasing rate, rather than slowing down.57    

 With an infinite regress of contingent beings as unlikely then the best explanation 

for the existence of the expanding universe is an actually necessary being which we call 

God (premise 8). 

 The Nature of a Necessary Being 

 The cosmological argument proposes that an actually necessary being exists 

which we will call God.  This necessary being is always existent immutably and 

eternally.  This level of immutability and eternity means that there is no sequence within 

God.  There is no chronological experience in order for God to not change from non-

                                                 
56 E.g., Duane Dicus et al., “The Future of the Universe,” Scientific American (March 1983): 90–101, 
especially p. 100; “Effects of Proton Decay on the Cosmological Future,” Astrophysical Journal 

252(1982): 1–9. 
57 David Pescovitz, “Supernovas Illuminate Dark Energy” Science Matters@Berkeley 1:5 available at: 
http://sciencematters.berkeley.edu/archives/volume1/issue5/story1.php; “Evidence Mounts that the 
expansion of the Universe is Accelerating” 6 Nov. 1998 posted on 
http://physicsweb.org/articles/news/2/11/3/1; Saul Perlmutter, “Supernovae, Dark Energy, and the 
Accelerating Universe,” Physics Today (April 2003): 53–59.  Also reported by Doug Duncan, associate 
professor of astronomy at the University of Chicago, during Odyssey interview on WBEZ Jan. 16, 1999 
about 11 a. m.  
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being to being in a certain way.58  Furthermore, the knowledge He knows He has always 

known without variance.  God would know all there is to be known for the whole of time 

as an eternally present experience, without change.  However, this does not cause God to 

be opposed to the knowledge of His creation, for He would always know what every 

feature of the creation knows from the creation’s perspective in space and time while also 

knowing simultaneously from His unique vantage point.  For example, He would 

eternally know my knowing of the past and my fears of the future from my vantage point 

and the perspective of every created thing in addition to His unique additional 

perspectives.  So that in an Einsteinian relativistic universe we may have problems 

defending simultaneity of events but God would know simultaneously because He is not 

limited by our finite empirical ways of knowing.  However, this does not render eternity 

to be static, for Boethius defines eternity in a more determining manner as the complete 

possession all at once of illimitable life.59  The complete possession is an atemporal 

sourcing that does not change and is not limited but brings about all that has changed in 

its expressions of finiteness. This God is not only Creator but also Sustainer of the 

universe.  This means that eternity is the source for all power and life.  So eternity is not 

primarily to be known for its static comprehensive determining knowledge but for the life 

revealed to have come from God in His revelational creation.   

                                                 
58 This means that the kenotic view of the divinity of Christ emptying Himself of His divine attributes so 
that He could become incarnate that Satori proposed in 1831 is excluded as well as the evangelical softened 
version of a willing nonuse of divine attributes which He continued to possess for both options describe 
essential change which is impossible for an immutable being.  For a further discussion of this see Doug 
Kennard, The Classical Christian God, pp. 78–82. 
59 Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, Book V, Prose 6; and De trinitate, chapter 4 in E. K. Rand ed., 
Boethius:  The Theological Tractates and The Consolation of Philosophy (Cambridge:  Harvard, 1973).  
For my discussion of issues of eternity and everlasting see: Doug Kennard, The Classical Christian God, 
pp. 43–62. 
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 Because God initiates the whole of the creation (as Creator), including all of its 

details His knowledge is essentially also determining choice.   God’s choices are eternal 

and essential to His nature without variance.  To have God as an actually necessary being 

means His sovereign choice is set.  Which means that the level of necessity for God 

includes all of God’s thoughts and sovereign choices eternally and immutably.  This 

means that God is not open in growing and gaining more knowledge and choosing in 

response to this knowledge.  God’s knowledge and choice would in fact be set within 

God’s essential nature as determinative for the existence, essence, and choices the whole 

of creation makes.60  With God’s knowledge and choice as essential to His nature, then 

there is no logical order in God either.  This means that all the reformation options 

expressing the order of the decree would in fact be contradictory to God’s essential 

nature.  There would not be a logical sequence within God Who simultaneously knows 

and chooses without sequence (i.e. eternally).  This should not surprise us, for there are 

no Biblical texts that talk about any logical or chronological sequence within God of an 

order of salvation either; all these claimed texts at best indicate that when it comes to the 

application of God’s choice out into the chronologically changing creation that such 

choice has a sequence of application for the recipient.  For example, there is a clear 

logical and chronological sequence in applying the divine election (ekletois) as 

foreknown, preparative sanctifying the person so that the outcome (eis) of this 

sanctification ushers in obedience and atonement (1 Pet. 1:1–2).  At other instances of 

sequence of the application of salvation there is encouragement for the Christian who has 

experienced some of the salvation benefits, like justification, who can be reassured that 

                                                 
60 For a further discussion of how the determining sovereignty of God and freedom of man fit in a non 
contradictory manner that consistently reflect the Biblical text, see Doug Kennard, The Classical Christian 

God, pp. 135–204.  
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the other benefits, like glorification, will also be his in time (e.g., Rom. 8:29–30).  So the 

whole post-reformation discussion of the order of the decree and the order of salvation 

within God was an unfortunate exploration that does not apply to this necessary, 

immutable, and eternal God.  Any linkage of logical order or chronological sequence in 

such works of God is an expression of application order or revelation purpose.  Any 

attempt to communicate eternal truths into a constantly changing environment like the 

creation will reflect them in sequential ways partly because of the sequential nature of the 

environment and partly to accommodate to our human understanding.  For example, the 

textual sequences above convey that God graciously applies and guarantees the fullness 

of salvation to each Christian personally, which is a revelation purpose consistent with 

God’s immutable nature.  So that any apparent change in God is actually the refraction of 

a changeless God through the lens of the changing environment for purposes of applying 

some benefit to the creation, such as salvation or the communication of certain select 

truths to a certain group in time.  The fact that the truths of God are accommodated to the 

means of communication does not limit the truths of God, but the context indicates the 

primary hermeneutical purpose and how the descriptions of God are merely supportive 

this purpose. 

Aristotelian Science and Ethics 

 Aristotle contributes to the growth of science by placing great emphasis upon the 

importance of facts in connection with scientific development. 

 Lack of experience diminishes our power of taking a comprehensive view of the 
 admitted facts.  Hence those who dwell in intimate association with nature and its 
 phenomena grow more and more able to formulate, as the foundation of their 
 theories, principles such as to admit a wide and coherent development; while 
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 those whom devotion to abstract discussions has rendered unobservant of the facts 
 are too ready to dogmatize on the basis of a few observations.61  
 
 However, with the increase of facts beyond Aristotle, scientific concepts and 

support move beyond him.  The area of causality is a prime example for how 

Aristotelianism begins to come unraveled.62  Ptolemy’s Almagest (late second century 

A.D.) had better observations than Aristotle’s 55 concentric spheres for planetary 

movement would permit.  Medievalists were troubled by the dissonance between 

Ptolemy’s mathematical astronomy and Aristotle’s physical theory.   

 With further precision of Renaissance Humanism, the field of science moved 

beyond Aristotle.  For example, Galileo emphasized that changes did occur in the 

heavens, immersing the whole universe into change and decay, unraveling Aristotle’s 

immutability of the heavenlies.  Copernicus’ book On the Revolutions of the Celestial 

Spheres (1543 A.D.) had its conclusions softened to be merely theoretical by a preface 

added by Osiander that the sun was placed at the center of the universe for the ease of 

making mathematical calculations.  However, Kepler in Mysterium Cosmographicum 

identified the sun as the actual center of the real universe and that the planets were 

observed to move in elliptical orbits.  Newton’s Principia Mathematica (1687 A.D.) 

worked out in detail the laws that made sense of Kepler’s observations of elliptical orbits, 

further supporting the Copernican model.  Newton and Descartes analyzed the heavenly 

bodies as local motions which accelerate and slow down due to the effect of gravity upon 

each of them, further showing that the Aristotilian analysis of motion was destroyed on 

                                                 
61 Aristotle, De Generatione et Corruptione. Edited by Christopher John Fards Williams (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1982), bk. I, Cap. 2. 
62 Allen, Philosophy for Understanding Theology, pp. 121, 161–69; F. K. Richtmyer, E. H. Kennard, and 
John N. Cooper, Introduction to Modern Physics (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1969), pp. 1–
44. 
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the reef of the external warrant provided by the experimental method.  This method has 

gone a long way since then, with Faraday, Maxwell, Einstein, Bohr, and Hubble.  Each 

making course corrections to the previous and showing that in physics Aristotle took 

merely a first baby step toward real science.  Perhaps this development of warrant 

through rejection of Aristotelian physics by scientific realism should warn us to be 

careful to limit our commitments to what can be warranted by reality.  Additionally, as a 

discipline grows in precision through critical realism, we should shift our adherence to 

those commitments which more accurately reflect reality. 

 In a different direction, Aristotle’s view of ethics is a natural teleological 

framework requiring intrinsic good judgment in our attempt to head towards good (or 

happiness).  The moral virtue is a habit formed by practice of the individual (and 

especially the state) choosing the particular way that best reaches this end.63  This 

disposition to choose avoids the extremes of too much or too little but a mean between 

them; the virtuous life is neither gluttonous nor ascetic.64 Aristotle then has a range of 

virtues including: courage, temperance, liberality, self-respect, gentleness, truthfulness, 

wittiness, friendliness, modesty and righteous indignation.  Philo of Alexandria merged 

the theory of natural law with the belief of a divine legislator and the divine natural law 

theory was born.65  Aquinas adopts this teleological framework especially for individuals 

                                                 
63 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics in The Works of Aristotle II, in the Great Books of the Western World, 
edited by William Benton (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952), book 1, sect. 1094  or paragraphs 1–
3, pp. 339–340. 
64 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, book 6–7, pp. 387–406. 
65 Helmut Koester, “Nomos Physeos: The Concept of Natural Law in Greek thought,” in Religions in 

Antiquity. ed. Jacob Neusner (Leiden: Brill, 1968), pp. 521–41; Naomi G. Cohen, Philo Judaeus: His 

Universe of Discourse. BEATAJ 24 (Frankfort: Peter Lang, 1995); John W. Martens, “Unwritten Law in 
Philo: A Response to Naomi G. Cohen, “ JJS  42(1992): 38–45; and for criticism of this view: R. A. 
Horsley, “The Natural Law in Philo and Cicero,” HTR 71(1978): 35–59 and Markus Bockmuehl, “Natural 
Law in Second Temple Judaism,” VT 45(1995): 38–45.  This is supplemented by Wisdom of Solomon 13:1-
15:17 which also uses natural law to condemn Gentiles in their sins. 
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and adds the theological virtues of: faith, hope, and love as infused by grace.  So once 

again he is trying to fuse this Aristotelian philosophical perspective with Biblically 

affirmed values.  Aquinas is also creative in that for him ethics are driven by the 

beatitude of God.66  He has diminished Aristotle’s ultimacy of the state to be an aid to the 

individual in achieving temporal goods, while the church becomes the aid to especially 

achieve supernatural goods.  In Aquinas’ attempt to Biblically ground the natural Law, he 

divides the Mosaic Law into three separate parts: moral (or natural), civil (judicial), and 

ceremonial.67  This division is now broadly recognized by form critical studies of 

suzerainty treaties to violate the unity of the Mosaic Covenant documents.68  So perhaps 

this natural law model helped to impose division on the Biblical text where none before 

had done so in this way.  In this division, the ceremonial law is then justified as 

diminished on the basis of Hebrews 8–10.  Additionally, one might wonder whether the 

pursuit of happiness is free of selfishness and sin.  Likewise, in a natural Law condition, 

does nature so naturally seek the good; can floods, hurricanes and tornadoes all seek the 

good?  Or are they events that happen due to a convergence of influences (el niño and 

butterfly effects).  Furthermore, the good is not a conceptual goal but rather among 

difficulties in life, the good is a developing Christian character, which God accomplishes, 

cultivating the Christian to be like the Son (Rom. 8:28–30).  
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68 G. E. Mendenhall, “Covenant Forms in Israelite Tradition,” The Biblical Archaeologist, 17:3 (1954): 50–
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Renaissance Humanism 

 In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the abstract discourse of Scholastic 

philosophy seemed irrelevant to the needs of a bustling modern world.  The humanists 

turned more to rhetoric, the way human language worked and the art of persuasion.  Such 

a humanist stance appreciates the classics but especially the classical poets and 

narratives.  For example, Calvin suggests, “Read Demosthenes or Cicero, read Plato, 

Aristotle, or others of that class: they will, I admit, allure you, delight you, move you, 

enrapture you in wonderful measure.  Then betake yourself to that sacred reading.”69  

William Bouwsma identifies the depth of Calvin’s allegiance to renaissance humanism. 

 His division of the classical authors here into two groups is significant: he 
 mentions first the orators of Greece and Rome; the philosophers come second.  
 His reliance on pagan literature in the Institutes and elsewhere is also revealing.  
 He could probably not have avoided treating in places the views of philosophers; 
 they were commonly invoked in theological discourse.  But he was under no 
 obligation to cite, as he regularly did, Cicero and Quintilian, Homer and Virgil, 
 Plutarch and Seneca, Horace, Juvenal, and Ovid, the authors most cherished by 
 humanists.  He did so not only because the readers whom he chiefly addressed 
 loved these authors but because he loved them himself.70  
 
   Calvin recognized that the meaning of words was in their use as “the practice of 

educated men.”71  Thus, he highly valued and cultivated the study of languages so that he 

might access the meaning of texts.  “Since it is almost [the expositors] only task to unfold 

the mind of the writer whom he has undertaken to expound, he misses his mark, or at 

least strays outside his limits, insofar as he leads his readers away from the meaning of 
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his author.”72   He was also sensitive to the voices of the Biblical writers in their contexts 

and commented that Jeremiah had been shaped by the pastoral context that he had come 

from.73   

 Calvin appreciated the vividness of figures.  For example, the darkness at the 

moment of Christ’s death reminded him that “the ancient poets, in their tragedies, 

imagine that the light of the sun is withdrawn from the earth when any horrible crime is 

committed, in order to show the portent of divine wrath.”74   

 Calvin had a balanced devotion to eruditio, as shown in his scholarly precision, 

and persuasio, as shown in his sensitivity to argument.  Furthermore the organization of 

the Institutes is not set by a logical agenda but rather a series of overlapping topics 

generally following the order of the Apostles’ Creed.  This organization allowed Calvin 

the flexibility to develop a variety of persuasive strategies.  Additionally, the knowledge 

of God begins with an important persuasive knowledge of oneself as well.75   However, 

in the commentaries, he is closer to the text in faithfulness than in soaring persuasion. 

 Calvin tried to ply closer to Biblical notions on the questions of what is human 

and how can humans know?  He does not embrace the dualism of Plato or Aristotle, but 

rather maintains a unity of person that probably could be reflected today best as an 

ontological Biblical functionalism.76  For example, he saw the Biblical concept of “heart” 

to be an important wholistic description of a human at times emphaisizing within its 

semantic field concerns about: world view, intellect, emotions, affection, will, and 
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virtues.77  With such an internal view of knowledge rooted in ones heart, he argues for a 

middle way of knowing between the dogmatic unthinking of tradition (especially Roman 

Catholic tradition informed by papacy), and speculation (which explores vain or useless 

things).78  So for Calvin, knowledge is especially of the Word of God, personally owned 

in a manner that brings about real life change.79  For example, the knowledge of God’s 

benefits inspires in a person a union of reverence and love for God.80  The primary 

knowledge available before one would hear the Word of God is the “sense of Deity 

indelibly engraven on the human heart.”81  With the location of faith being primarily in 

the heart, Calvin prefers the ear gate as the avenue through which the Word of God 

becomes the instructor of this real knowledge.82  In this he is especially diminishing the 

visual sense of Aristotle (which Locke develops) and the Catholic tradition of icons.  

Before such knowledge, flesh was largely seen as designating “men as they are born and 

as long as they retain their original disposition, for they are wicked so that they neither 

know nor aspire to anything but what is gross and earthly.”83  That is, “flesh includes our 

mind and reason” and “all the affections of the heart.”84  As such, he viewed the image of 

God as including this intellectual and moral aspect of humanity, but in the fall it was a 

“frightful deformity,” “damaged and mutilated” virtually to destruction.85  Thus sacred 

                                                 
77 I am aware that “heart” did not make it into The Institutes as a subsection, like in bk. 1, ch. 15 but it is a 
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knowledge was the practical wisdom retrieving us from these sinful conditions to become 

a whole person, all experienced through the Word of God.86 

 The offspring of Calvin’s renaissance perspective are many but at least two 

emerge from this approach: Biblical theology, and populous evangelicalism.  The 

descriptive Biblical theology movement reflects Calvin’s epistemic externalism which 

listens to the Biblical text.  American Evangelicalism is reflective of Calvin’s 

commitment to communicate to the populous. 

 Biblical Theology continues this reformation approach emerging in Johann Philip 

Gabler’s lecture at the University of Altdorf in 1787.87  Gabler’s approach offered an 

optimistic empirical spirit that we could arrive at objective truth about the meaning of the 

text from a straightforward study of the Biblical text’s details.  This confidence that a 

commentator can approach the Biblical text in a descriptive manner is still with us in a 

more nuanced critical realist way, as in K. Stendahl’s article about contemporary Biblical 

Theology in the Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, which calls the contemporary 

commentator to describe the meaning of the Biblical text for the original reader.88  

However, Gabler was aware of some of these subjective aspects in his day as he 

discussed some who in their Biblical theology occasionally got re-entangled with 

dogmatic theology, and warned against this.89  For such a discipline as Biblical theology, 
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that which is most binding is a basic methodology of reflecting the Biblical text wherever 

it will take you.  Or the goal in Biblical theology as I state it is, “to be as clear as the text 

is clear and to be as ambiguous as the text is ambiguous.”   

 Such an exegetical and theological methodology, has a tradition over time that 

identifies with a heritage of attempts in the past but always goes beyond them to some 

extent in that each interpreter places his research program within the landscape of those 

who have gone before him in this discipline.  So both the content and the organizing 

principles try to reflect what the Biblical text says.90 It would be far better for us 

Christians to build our model upon the Bible as the descriptive Biblical theology 

movement proposes it, because such a model demonstratively reflects the Bible itself, 

even to a deep scholarly level.  That is, alternative models which replace the Biblical 

thought forms run the risk of floating a traditional language game that conceptualizes and 

values things differently than the Biblical revelation reflection of the truth of the Word of 

God.  If the Bible addresses issues then it establishes a revelational framework of the 

author’s thought forms through which to view these concepts.  Such a revelatory 

framework provides a grid through which theological and scientific proposals can fit or 

be censured (as incompatible with what the Bible says).  A foundational example of this 

for science is the later chapter evidencing Biblical theology, “Creation and Fall.”  From 

this base I then explore a Biblical framework for bio-ethics.  Within these, Biblical 

theologians become nearly unanimous in Biblical anthropology.91  In such a functional 
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linguistic model the heart (holistic human mental, worldview and emotional nature) is the 

most emphasized description of humans.  That is, anthropology models that do not 

include heart are simply excluding the Biblical emphasis.  Likewise, “image of God” is a 

holistic description of a human as God’s representation and representative.  “Soul” is 

holistically a living, willing individual, whether it is God, human or animal.  

Furthermore, “body” is holistically humanity with regard to physicality and relationship.  

Additionally, “spirit” is that aspect in man partaking of the spirit dimension, or that in 

man relationally orientated to God.  If the Bible presents a model like this, then the 

philosophies that work with other models of humanity to the exclusion of this one are at 

odds with revelational Christianity, and will likely be valuing things differently than the 

Biblical thought forms. 

American Evangelicalism reflects Calvin’s commitment to communicate to the 

populous.  Mark Noll argues that one of the distinctives of American theology is that it 

tries to be clear populist communication.92  In fact, the American rejection of the value of 

class and nobility: 1) disconnected the practice of religion from being determined in a 

region by the preference of kings to 2) American religion entered a capitalistic marketing 

based arena in which each entrepreneur within religion would demonstrate his worth by 

the extent of a following that he could attract around him.  This approach protected 

religion from its demise as occurred in Europe when the kings were thrown out.  That is, 

America religion was immersed into an arena of pragmatism, in which unpopularity 

became among the gravest of sins.  Alister McGrath and David Wells conclude that 

                                                 
92 Mark Noll, The Old Religion in a New World (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), e.g., p. 195. 
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American evangelicalism is strongly pragmatic.93 That is, freedom and religion have been 

closely linked in America and a populist acceptance or rejection of the novel has told 

whether the theological innovation amounted to much on the American scene.   

A particular set of American conditions…have opened the door to many 
opportunities for popular theological innovation.  Without a national state church, 
with few widely revered theological traditions, with no centralized scheme of 
national education, with all of the denominations compelled to enter into vigorous 
popular competition for adherents, with innovations in communications 
implemented by ordinary people, and with significant amounts of wealth widely 
distributed and available for establishing colleges, publishing houses, newspapers, 
and other means of disseminating ideas, the United States has been a very fertile 
medium for popular theologies.94 
 

This independent populism has long characterized the American religious scene as 

evidenced by the freedom that de Toqueville noticed over a century and a half ago. 

Anglo-American civilization…is the result…of two distinct elements which in 
other places have been in frequent disagreement, but which the Americans have 
succeeded in incorporating to some extent one with the other and combining 
admirably.  I allude to the spirit of religion and the spirit of liberty… On my 
arrival in the United States the religious aspect of the country was the first thing 
that struck my attention; and the longer I stayed, the more I perceived the great 
political consequences resulting from this new state of things.  In France, I had 
always seen the spirit of religion and the spirit of freedom marching in opposite 
directions.  But in America I found they were intimately united and they reigned 
in common over the same country.95 
 

 Such American evangelical populism often resists theological depth.96  However, 

American evangelicalism tends “to read the Bible as Scripture...in a particular 

interpretative tradition.”97  For example, Noll explores dispensationalism as a theological 
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movement driven by the popular study and preaching of the English Bible.98  The 

dispensational response among the Plymouth Brethren “was to abandon formally 

organized churches and to place their hope in a dispersed invisible church made up of 

God’s faithful remnant.”99  Noll’s conclusion is that dispensationalism epitomized this 

populist thrust.   

 Dispensational theology never caught on at America’s elite universities or 
 seminaries, but it was a huge popular success that drove the activities of 
 conference speakers, lay theological institutes, prophecy conferences, popular 
 magazines, and the publication of thousands of books.  Its confidence in both the 
 literal meaning of Scripture and in the ability of lay people to understand the 
 Bible fitted it perfectly to traditional patterns of American Protestant life.100 
 
However, after a century of dispensational teaching, there is a deeply lain tradition in this 

inventive populism as well.  The tradition can be clearly seen in the theological 

statements of dispensational institutions and in the writings of their faculties.  This is 

even more apparent as dispensationalism was challenged by the progressive 

dispensational movement.    

 Included among this evangelical populism were those who prided themselves in 

keeping the faith of a tradition as well, like the offspring of the Reformers who embraced 

the climax of the reformation confessions.  Alister McGrath points out that this is a 

communal continuity with the past.   

 The past generated a tradition to which the present is heir.  That tradition involves 
 modes of discourse, ways of conceiving the world, so forth, which it impressed 
 upon the world, and which was perpetuated in a definite historical form, being 
 mediated through both institutions and individuals.101 
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McGrath further points out that “evangelicals have denominational loyalties, which often 

exercise a subtle influence over the assumptions and agendas that are brought to the 

theological tasks.”102  For example, Stanley Grenz sees that Christian theology is to 

“delineate the community’s interpretive framework” because “all Christian theology is 

communitarian.”103  He goes on to point out, “as a result, our respective communities (or 

traditions) play an indispensable role in shaping our conceptions of rationality, as well as 

the religious beliefs we deem basic and thus use to test new claims.”104  Their summaries 

include the dispensationalist communities as well as those who are more intentional about 

a conventional loyalty, as in a reformed perspective loyal to The Westminster Confession 

of Faith, or Wesleyan with its Quadilatrial (which includes tradition) or other creed of the 

faith.  

 Returning to Calvin as our model of Renaissance Humanism, Calvin could choose 

both to be Biblical and to communicate.  However, when Calvin had to choose between 

the clarity of communication to the populous, and Biblicism he chose Biblicism.  This is 

evident in the tightness of his comments to the text in his commentaries and the growing 

development of The Institutes of the Christian Religion over his life and study. 

Renaissance Science 

 There were equally huge advances in science in the Renaissance method that is 

especially identified with inductionism of Francis Bacon.105  Scientific inductivism is 
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where scientists see themselves starting with unbiased observations and progressively 

pile up more facts by means of observations, interpreting them judiciously, and 

generalizing them into scientific laws.   Bacon believed that scientists should model 

themselves like a bee, to learn the secrets of nature by planned observations and 

experiments in an organized observation of nature’s regularities.  Bacon’s method begins 

with tables of instances in which first the positive instances are displayed and then where 

one might expect to see an observation but that no affirming evidence is provided.  These 

tables would be summarized in a table of comparison, where the natural laws were 

generalized. 

  Two examples of such inductionism are: Galileo on astronomy and Vesalius on 

human anatomy.  Both scientists were resisted by the established tradition but in time 

they were vindicated by those who were committed to allow the real to indicate and 

warrant truth.  So both Galileo and Vesalius champion experiment and observation. 

 Galileo gave credence to the Copernican view of a moving earth through 

observation and experiment.106  Aristotle had predicted that objects twice as heavy should 

fall at twice the rate, but Galileo dropped objects of different weights from the top of the 

Leaning Tower of Pisa and experimentally concluded except for air resistance that the 

objects fell at the same rate.  Galileo likewise concluded that objects without any 

interference from another object would continue to move in a straight line forever, which 

denied the Aristotelian view that maintained objects needed a continual force upon them 

for movement to occur.  Likewise, Galileo experimented with the newly invented 
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telescope for observation and noticed that the celestial realm was mutable, contrary to 

Aristotle.  Specifically, he discovered four moons revolving around Jupiter.  By analogy 

he reasoned from this observation that the planets revolve around the sun, supporting the 

Copernican explanation for the solar system. 

 Vesalius’ commitment to human dissection made major advances and corrections 

beyond Galen to the field of human anatomy in his 1543 A.D. work, On the Structure of 

the Human Body.107   Vesalius revised his work again in 1555 A.D. with more accurate 

information from further human dissections, including especially sketches that reflected 

fetal conditions and female reproduction.   

 In the Renaissance, commitment that the observable real, rather than authority, 

began to determine and warrant the truth for all sciences.  

 

Descartes’ Rationalism 

 Modern philosophy begins with Descartes’ publishing of his Meditations on First 

Philosophy (1641).108
  During the thirty years war dividing Europe up into the rival 

church traditions, Descartes sought a rational absolute accessible to human reason.  

Descartes’ answer to these rival church traditions is foundational rational analysis.  He 

begins this rational analysis by reflecting the mathematics of projectiles and the variable 

velocities and destinations, if its trajectory is modified.  This approach requires 

simplifying objects into their basic descriptions to render them accessible in terms of 
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analysis.109  Such an approach shows the rejection of the Aristotelian metaphysic, for 

projectiles continue to change their velocities based on the impetus of their inertia and the 

forces working on them.  He also repudiates the role of syllogism for gaining knowledge 

but retains the ideal of certainty, which mathematics provides.  Descartes provides a 

derivation of algebra to describe projectile movement, thus initiating the field of 

dynamics through mathematical derivation. 

 He then transfers this rationalistic methodology over to philosophy.  So he begins 

by doubting the conjectures and traditions of his predecessors in order to find a certain 

and clear foundation.110  He does not require that knowledge must begin with self evident 

starting points, the caricatured classical rational foundationalist.  Of course such a straw 

man does not have a self evident reason for starting with self evident foundations.  

Instead, Descartes is evaluating what various tools of knowledge can provide and he 

floats the moderate foundational realization that a self evident foundation would provide 

a certain and clear starting point.  And within a world where few epistemic means 

provide certainty, to begin with such a self evident foundation provides a real gain over 

the alternatives.  That is, he was seeking a philosophical and theological method that had 

the certainty of his study in geometry and algebra, and he found such certainty in 

transcendental starting points and rationally tight argumentation from those starting 

points.111  He urges his readers to join him in meditations in which they notice in their 

reflection what he is noticing in his own perspective.  His undeniable starting point is that 
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in his doubting his own existence he realized that he was thinking, and such a thought 

confirmed to him that he exists as a thinking being.112  Most philosophers grant this 

insight but most philosophers today do not think that this is very significant, because few 

people wouldn’t already grant that they exist as a thinking being.   

 The rationalistic strategy is driven by the concept of necessity and logically 

necessary derivation.  Necessity as a concept is used in several ways but these ways can 

be primarily organized into either logical necessity or actual necessity.  Logical necessity 

normally requires an argument with assumed premises to establish the logically necessary 

relationship of cogency.  In such an instance cogent simply means that the argument is 

logically tight or logically necessary.  Of course, this does not require that a cogent 

argument is compelling and thereby accepted by the reader, for the assumed premises of 

the argument may not be granted by the reader.   With the granting of the premises such 

logical necessity has implications governing reality.113  At times, something in the 

experience of reality logically necessarily requires there to be a particular being in reality.  

For example, Descartes’ maxim of ‘I think therefore I am’ guarantees that for any 

experience of thinking or doubting that at least this thinker exists in reality as a thinking 

being.  However, sometimes logical necessity governs reality without an experiential 

ground merely because the concept under consideration logically necessarily requires it 

to be so.  For example, a square circle can never exist in reality for the concept is 

logically necessarily contradictory, because the concept of square mutually excludes the 

                                                 
112 Descartes, Discourse on Method of Rightly Conducting the Reason, Great Books of the Western World,  
vol. 31 Descartes, Spinoza, (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952), part  4, pp. 51–54. 
113 For a defense that the logically necessary is the real cf. Doug Kennard, The Relationship of 

Epistemology, Hermeneutics, Biblical Theology, and Contextualization (Lewiston: Mellen Press, 1999), pp. 
42-43.  



 54

concept of circle from describing the same object simultaneously.  This kind of logical 

necessity excludes the contradictory concepts from being even possible in reality. 

 The concept of actual necessity or modal necessity describes a being whose 

immutable existence is logically necessary and eternal.  Such an analysis for the 

ontological argument extends beyond Descartes’ approach to the ontological argument to 

that of contemporary advocates grounded upon Anselm’s second form of the ontological 

argument.114  That is, such a necessary being must exist in reality if it exists at all.  The 

four Aristotelian categories of modality include: 1) impossibility (which like square 

circles will never exist in any reality), 2) possibility (might be existence or a potentially 

dependent being), 3) actuality (happen to be in reality, or an actually dependent being, or 

a contingent or changing being), and 4) actual necessity (must be immutable eternal 

existence).   Each human has occupied both the category of possibility (as their parents 

contemplated their conception, birth, and the changes that would make to their family) 

and actuality (as they exist as a dependent happen to be growing being now).  That is, we 

are dependent upon our parents for our existence and such things as food and 

circumstances for continued growth in existence.   Such categories as possible and actual 

would most likely have temporal sequence of: having possibilities change as events 

happen, being a particular way then being a different way.  If such an actual being 

continued forever, as in everlasting life, then everlasting (continued temporal existence in 

which change would continue to occur) would be the appropriate description rather than 

eternal (existence outside time and sequence, with no essential change).  An actually 

necessary being, if there is such a being, could not merely be a possible or an actual 
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being, for it wouldn’t be in the same dependent kind of relationship or happen to be kind 

of existence or merely everlasting existence as these two categories imply.  So, if an 

actually necessary being exists at all then it must necessarily exist in reality, and if not 

then it could never exist for it would then be impossible.  However, we can not merely 

assume or illustrate such a necessary being into existence, as though through some sort of 

a Platonism115 we were guaranteeing an eternal form from our belief or discursive 

reasoning.  Furthermore, if we maintained such a belief about the existence of God by 

merely tradition then such a basic belief could probably be strengthened by examining its 

rationale.  Descartes summarizes “the whole strength of the argument for the existence of 

God consists in this, that I recognize that it is not possible that my nature should be what 

it is, and indeed that I should have in myself the idea of a God if He did not truly 

exist.”116  So for Descartes, human knowledge of God’s existence is grounded in 

ontological and cosmological arguments (the latter previously developed within the 

discussion of Aristotle and Aquinas).  This rationalistic section will explore this rationale 

by examining: an ontological argument, and show a few theological implications for the 

attributes of God that reflects the nature of a maximally great being defended by these 

arguments.  Elsewhere I corroborate these ideas with a Biblical assessment of whether the 

                                                 
115 The author acknowledges that the classical model of God as a necessary being emerged as a Platonic 
and Aristotillian concept among the fathers and scholastics of Christianity but this paper is an attempt to 
show that the concept should be maintained without dependence upon them.  Actually, this author is far 
more indebted to Locke, Leibniz, Kant, Peirce, Wittgenstein, Hackett, Plantinga, Thiselton, and Ricoeur 
than these classical influences.  
116 Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, meditation 3 and 5, pp. 81–89, 93–96.  Actually when it 
comes to ontological argumentation Descartes first form is weaker than the second form that Anselm had 
already developed in his Proslogium, 2, but this stronger form of the ontological argument would largely 
remain lost until the 1950’s when Findley and then Alvin Plantinga appropriate the second form expounded 
here.  Stronger cosmological arguments have also been marshaled in recent time under the influence of Bill 
Craig’s Kalam Cosmological Argument (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1979); cf. Douglas Kennard, The 

Classical Christian God, pp. 11–42. 
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God of the Bible is described by these philosophical concepts and arguments, so I won’t 

repeat myself here.117 

An Ontological Argument 

 An ontological argument is informed by a powerful concept like that of a 

maximally great being.  For our purposes, a maximally great being will be defined as that 

being which has the maximally great set of metaphysical attributes.
118

  One implication 

from this definition is that such a being is not contradictory, and thus normally 

considered to be not impossible, for the concept underscores that each of the attributes in 

the set will mutually limit the other attributes of the set so that no grotesque (a being with 

one attribute in the extreme) or contradictory being will ensue.  For example, 

omnipotence in such a maximally great being could not mean ‘all powerful’ because 

omnipotence limits omnipotence in that he could not make a stone so large that he could 

not move it.  Omnipotence for this maximally great being would mean that this being, if 

it existed, would have the maximal degree of power it is possible to exemplify including: 

1) There are no independent externally determined constraints on divine power; there 

are no rival beings who could thwart a maximally great being. 

2) All God’s internal attributes are fully empowered to perform all that is intrinsically 

better to have than to lack. 

3) God is the sole source and continuous support of all the power there is or could be; all 

the power of every entity is contained within and derives from God. 

Each of these premises is required from the nature of a maximally great being, if it is a 

being at all.    Because we conceive of a matrix of attributes in the set of divine attributes, 

                                                 
117 Doug Kennard, The Classical Christian God, pp. 11–42. 
118 Thus, contrary to Kant and others, I do have a clear concept of a maximally great being. 
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if there is such a maximally great being then these attributes will be fully empowered (2).  

Other beings, like ourselves, would be empowered fully from this maximally great being 

in such a manner that there would be no power which another being has that the 

maximally great being didn’t source without diminishment to His own power (3).  

Therefore there can be no rival because all other beings are empowered by the power 

which they have ultimately from this maximally great being, if there is such a being (1).  

With attributes like this, a maximally great being would be incomparable, in that no other 

being could be favorably compared to this being.   A maximally great being would 

always be superior.  Thus there would only be one maximally great being as a 

monotheism.  Furthermore, such a maximally great being would be a necessary being if 

he existed.  For example, a maximally great being would not change, come into being, go 

out of being or depend on another being for its existence.  If such a necessary being 

exists, he cold not merely happen to exist or be potentially existent or be a dependent 

being.  Therefore, a maximally great being is either necessary or impossible.   With 

attributes like these, an ontological argument may be constructed following Al 

Plantinga119 as follows: 

4) If a maximally great being exists, his existence is actually necessary. 

5) If a maximally great being does not exist, his existence is impossible. 

6) Either a maximally great being exists or he does not exist. 

7) A maximally great being is either actually necessary or impossible. 

8) A maximally great being is not impossible. 

9) Therefore a maximally great being exists as an actually necessary being. 

                                                 
119 Al Plantinga, The Nature of Necessity, pp. 196–221 and slightly modified by Doug Kennard. 
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 Premises 4 and 5 reflect the modal options from the previous discussion of 

necessity.  Premise 6 identifies that there are only two mutually exclusive options 

available:  existence or nonexistence.  Premise 7 replaces premise 6 terminology by the 

implications from premises 4 and 5.  Plantinga affirms premise 8 as a basic belief, which 

is quite natural when we recognize that we do not normally consider a concept to be 

impossible unless it is shown to be impossible, and a maximally great being has already 

been shown to be not a contradictory concept.   Provided the reader does not approach 

this issue with the bias of skepticism it is reasonable to assume that a maximally great 

being is not impossible as a being and not just a concept.  Additionally, if any argument 

for God’s existence is compelling for the reader (like the cosmological argument to 

follow) then such an argument could confirm premise 8.  However, premise 8 does not 

need nearly so strong an argument as this, so I will explore two other arguments for 

premise 8 to help compel the reader to grant it within this framework. 

Within the heritage of William James’ Varieties of Religious Experience, an 

inductive argument for the non-impossibility of a maximally great being following 

Clement Dore120 could be constructed as follows: 

10) It is reasonable to consider that any concept that is internally consistent which is 

claimed to have been experienced is not impossible. 

For example, if you walked into the local police station this Friday night and consistently 

claimed to have just had the experience of robbing the local convenience store, the police 

would assume that it is not impossible that you might in fact have robbed this store so 

they would usher you into the back room for further questioning and probably call that 

                                                 
120 Clement Dore, “The Possibility of God,” Faith and Philosophy, 1 (1984): 303–15, and “God, Suffering 
and Solipism” (Unpublished manuscript, 1986), pp.3–42, 108–119. 
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convenience store to check out your story.  Depending on how your story checked out 

with their investigation you would either be prosecuted or sent to a hospital to deal with 

mental issues.  The police began to check out the story because they assumed that an 

internally consistent concept claimed to have been experienced is not impossible.  

However, to float this premise all that is needed is the first assumption that anything 

internally consistent that is claimed to have been experienced is not impossible.  With 

this framework the inductive argument for premise 8 would be as follows: 

11) A maximally great being is by definition internally consistent. 

12) Isaiah 40–48 claims to have experienced a maximally great being under the rubric of 

incomparability. 

8’) Therefore, it is reasonable to consider that a maximally great being is not impossible.    

 This argument does not require Isaiah to be authoritative Scripture but merely a 

testimony of a claimed experience of an incomparable being.  Labuschagne develops the 

ancient Near East concept of incomparability as essentially the philosophical concept of 

incomparability in his work The Incomparability of Yahweh in the Old Testament.
121  

That is, no actual or potential rival can be favorably compared to Yahweh, Who as 

sovereign is greater than all comers individually and combined (Isaiah 40:18–28; 41:4, 

23–24; 42:5; 43:10–13; 44:6–8; 45:5, 21–22; 46:9–10; 48:12–14).  It is Yahweh talking 

with Isaiah, Who is reported to be always present to be able to create, know history from 

its beginning and predictively reveal the future because He continues to create history 

bringing about His will, for He has no rival.  This incomparable Yahweh is testified to by 

Isaiah as having talked with him and challenged him and others to take the 

incomparability of Yahweh seriously, putting away idols and holding to Yahweh alone as 

                                                 
121 C.  J. Labuschagne, The Incomparability of Yahweh in the Old Testament (Leiden: Brill, 1966). 
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their sovereign.  Isaiah’s experience of such an incomparable being renders such a 

noncontradictory concept to be not impossible to be experienced.  Therefore, an 

incomparable being is not impossible.  Furthermore, the impossibility of such an 

incomparable being can not be experienced, for with the concept of an incomparable 

being having freedom from contradiction such a claim would mean that a person is 

claiming to have experienced the full range of available experiences in the universe and 

concluded that such a being is not available to be experienced.  However, such a claim to 

have experienced the full range of available experiences is essentially an omniscience 

claim, which itself is practically impossible for a finite human person to experience.  

Because the concept of incomparability is championing Yahweh as over all options, real 

as well as hypothetical ones, the concept of incomparability is essentially identical to a 

maximally great being. Therefore, premise 8 is affirmed; it is reasonable to consider that 

a maximally great being is not impossible. 

 A deductive argument for the non-impossibility of a maximally great being is also 

available within Plantinga’s construction of possible worlds.122  A possible world is a 

logically possible state of affairs as indicated by freedom of contradiction both as a 

concept and with other constituents within that possible world.  Non-impossibility is 

normally defined as that which is logically conceivable without contradiction.  However, 

since it has already been shown that a maximally great being is free of internal 

contradiction, the issue here is with regard to compossibility (whether this consistent 

concept of a maximally great being can be instantiated without contradiction with the 

truths which are conjunctively the case in all possible worlds).  Plantinga defined a 

maximally great being as within each possible world but this is an arbitrarily weaker 

                                                 
122 Plantinga, The Nature of Necessity, pp. 218–9. 
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definition because like a necessary being a maximally great being will be a transworld 

entity if he exists at all.  For example, a necessary being in possible worlds should be 

defined as that being, when considered from the standpoint of any possible world, is 

understood to immutably exist in any and all possible worlds.  Likewise, a maximally 

great being is defined as the being when considered from the standpoint of any possible 

world, is understood to have maximum metaphysical greatness in any and all possible 

worlds.   Therefore, if a maximally great being exists then any proposed world which 

contradicts such a maximally great being is not even a possible world.  However, 

Plantinga claimed that a maximally great being in possible worlds terminology does not 

require one to assume that a maximally great being must exist.  He proposed that there 

are two options besides a maximally great being.  However to make those two options in 

fact mutually exclusive options the definitions of maximally great being must be the 

same in all these options or they will not in fact exclude a maximally great being from 

non-impossibility and actual necessary existence.  The first alternative is no-maximality 

defined as the claim that a maximally great being does not exist in any possible world.  

The second alternative is near-maximality which is defined as a maximally great being 

exists in some possible worlds but does not exist in other possible worlds including the 

actual world.  Plantinga correctly concludes that all conceptual options are included 

within these three mutually exclusive options:  maximally great being, no-maximality, 

and near-maximality.  This framework permits the following argument: 

13) The only available non-impossible option is the one conceptually consistent and 

compossible option from the following fully inclusive and mutually exclusive 
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options:  a maximally great being exists, no-maximality exists, or near-maximality 

exists.  

14) A maximally great being is by definition internally consistent. 

15) No-maximality is internally contradictory when the meaning of maximally great 

being is clarified in the definition of no-maximality as follows:  the being when 

considered from the standpoint of any possible world, is understood to have 

maximum metaphysical greatness in any and all possible worlds does not exist in any 

possible world. 

16) Near-maximality is internally contradictory when the meaning of maximally great 

being is clarified in the definition of near-maximality as follows: the being when 

considered from the standpoint of any possible world, is understood to have 

maximum metaphysical greatness in any and all possible worlds exists in some 

possible worlds but does not exist in other possible worlds including the actual world. 

17) Because no-maximality and near-maximality are contradictory concepts they cannot 

meaningfully exist as states of affairs. 

8’’) With two of the three fully inclusive and mutually exclusive options as contradictory, 

the only other available option must be that a maximally great being is not  

impossible. 

 Therefore, a Maximally Great Being necessarily exists in reality.  Premise 8 

brought us to that conclusion, whether by basic belief, an argument from testimony or an 

argument from possible worlds.  Because this chapter is developing a philosophical and 

theological framework within which science should operate there is a need to spell out 

some of the attributes of this Maximally Great Being. 
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The Nature of a Maximally Great Being 

 There necessarily exists a Maximally Great Being, Who is defined by the 

maximally great set of attributes it is possible to have.  Since the kinds of possibility 

include not just logical possibility but also actual or compossibility as well, then no 

proposal is credible in which this being entails a contradiction through internal (e.g., 

claims of contradiction within attributes) or external (e.g., claims of contradiction with 

the problem of evil) means.  All such claims for contradiction with the Maximally Great 

Being are not even possible because the transworld quality of the Maximally Great Being 

excludes them from all possible worlds.  This means that the Maximally Great Being’s 

attributes are those which when combined in a set are the maximum possible to 

exemplify as illustrated by omnipotence above (e.g., premises 1–3).  The attribute of 

infinity, which would include transcendence, can describe these attributes by indicating 

that the Maximally Great Being is not limited by anything other than the necessary 

relationships among its own maximally great qualities.123    

  Such a Maximally Great Being would be immanently omnipresent and thus 

immaterial or spiritual as well.  That is, the availability and accessibility of objects in the 

spatial-temporal world is a good trait making them useable to us.  Likewise, the 

availability and accessibility of an immanent omnipresent and everlasting being would be 

very fitting for the Maximally Great Being as well.  However, the Maximally Great 

Being’s omnipresence would be necessarily everywhere without variation or sequence.  

                                                 
123 Such a view would not entail infinite options, for possibilities are limited to that which is not 
contradictory to the Maximally Great Being, thus excluding the renaissance maximal possibilities 
suggestion which Leroy Howe suggests in “Existence as a Perfection:  A Reconsideration of the 
Ontological Argument,” Religious Studies 4(1968): 92-94.  Additionally the concept of a process 
primordial nature would be excluded or severely limited to only those compossible possibilities to a 
Maximally Great Being. 
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So such omnipresence would be non-bodily (i.e. spiritual) and immutably (ie. eternal 

even though such a being might be glimpsed within creation as everlasting).  So the 

spiritual and eternal omnipresence which the Maximally Great Being would instantiate 

would be exhibited in a non-spatial and non-temporal manner similar to another 

dimension beyond space and time.  Perhaps Tillich’s dimensional model for spirit as an 

immanent casual ground which creates and sustains the whole of creation serves as a 

paradigm for making sense of omnipresence of this eternal spiritual Being.  That is, a 

person would not expect each location of the universe to contain an instance of the 

fullness of God but that God’s fullness is present to each location in a continuous casual 

manner creating, determining, sustaining, protecting, relating, knowing from that 

perspective and recreating the whole of the universe into His kingdom.  

 Such a Maximally Great Being would be actually necessary, immutable, and 

eternal.  This being could not come into being or go out of being for He would always 

possess the maximally great set of attributes.  Likewise, this being would not grow or 

degenerate for He would always possess the maximally great set of attributes.  Without 

change in these attributes He is immutable, without chronological sequence and thus 

eternal.  More on this later when a necessary being is unpacked after the cosmological 

argument. 

Since such a Maximally Great Being is defined by His nature, in which the 

maximally great set of attributes is embracing meaningfully distinct attributes held 

together in a set, the concept of simplicity embraced within Platonic and Aristotelian 

Christianity is excluded as contradictory.   That is, the following features of the 
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Aquinas/Stump definition of simplicity124 would be excluded by the divine nature: “there 

cannot be any real distinction between one essential property and another in God’s 

nature” and “there cannot be a real distinction between essence and existence in God.”  

The meaningfully distinct attributes (such as God’s goodness and wrath, or transcendence 

and immanence) show the impossibility of the Maximally Great Being as this kind of a 

simple Platonized Christian god because such a simplicity view is contradictory.125 

 The Maximally Great Being is incomparable and thus monotheistic, with no rival 

individually or corporately.  So dualism and polytheism is excluded.  No Satan or group 

of humans could thwart the plan of this Maximally Great Being.  That is, a Maximally 

Great Being could not be a part of a whole which is greater than the former Being alone, 

so He becomes the sole source and continuous support of all power and all beings who 

exercise power. 

 Another way to approach maximal greatness is to recognize good traits among 

humans, and then maximally surpass these good traits to determine maximal greatness.  

In this process, humans make a good model since they are near the top of any list of 

naturally known beings that can vie for metaphysical greatness.  So the beneficial or great 

traits that humans have (such as being personal in interacting with those around, knowing 

what is happening around them, empathizing with others, having a will to act, and doing 

good) can also be found in the Maximally Great Being or are surpassed by His maximal 

greatness.  This approach excludes non-interactive god concepts such as deism and a 

fully actualized Aristotelian god who does not feel and interact with those around him.  

                                                 
124Thomas  Aquinas, Summa Theologica, vol. I, Pt. 1, Q3, A7, and Eleonore Stump “Simplicity” in Quinn 
and Taliaferro, A Companion to Philosophy of Religion (Cambridge: Blackwell, 1997) p. 250, and Stump 
and Kretzmann “Absolute Simplicity,” Faith and Philosophy 2(1985): 353–81. 
125 The author has argued this elsewhere.  Cf. Doug Kennard, A Classical Christian God, pp. 73–75, 
following Al Plantinga, Does God Have a Nature? (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1980). 
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Notice that this technique does not reduce to Ludwig Feuerbach’s projected 

anthropomorphized God concept126 because there is an argument to support the necessary 

existence of this Maximally Great Being; He is not merely a wish fulfillment.    

Such a maximally Great Being would be personal, communicating to others and 

receiving prayers as a meaningful communication from them.  Since it is advantageous in 

communication to tell the truth such a Maximally Great Being would be known for only 

telling the truth without any lie (e.g., Titus 1:2).    

Additionally, such a Maximally Great Being would be an empathetic, 

compassionate merciful God, Who purposes to protect and cultivate those He has chosen 

(e.g., Jer. 31:20; Hos. 11:8).  As a result of protecting His own, there would probably be a 

place for a Maximally Great Being to express righteous anger against those who attempt 

to destroy those who are His (e.g., Nah. 1:2).  Since this being is omnipresent, He would 

know everything that happens, feel empathy for all, and sovereignly act for the good of 

the whole creation.   

Such an interactive Maximally Great Being would be multiple persons, for in 

eternity before the creation the interactive communication, empathy, and love occurring 

would happen necessarily within Themselves.  However, there is not enough here to 

require that this configuration must be a trinity,127 though it may need to be more than 

two persons for the communal value of these attributes to be engaged.  This would mean 

that creating would not be a necessary requirement for the Maximally Great Being but it 

would be a very natural choice on His part.  With the act of creation would come 

                                                 
126 Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity. trans. George Eliot (New York: Charles Scribners Sons, 
1957). 
127 Contra Augustine, Anselm, Swinburne, et. al. 
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continued involvement, so that the creation would reflect His qualities as it also shows 

forth the qualities of beings of creation as well. 

Descartes’ Worldview and Science 

 Such natural theology does not replace science but these philosophical and 

theological ideas and arguments defend a theological nest within which further 

philosophizing and science should operate. 

 Once the existence of the True God is demonstrated, Descartes considers that the 

likelihood of deceiving demons vanish and the senses can then be trusted from the world 

view framed by ones own clear and distinct ideas. In this, a representational nature of 

perception entails, which we call ideas. That is, epistemic dualism maintains a realism 

that one’s ideas are distinct from the objects that the ideas represent.   To defend this, 

Descartes could marshal that, objects have properties (like extension, weight, being 

eaten) that ideas do not have, therefore ideas are distinct from objects which they 

approximate.  Rationalistic science is built within a recognition that conceptual 

demonstration describes real objects that our concepts approximate.  Such scientific 

deduction funded Descartes’ mathematical description of the dynamics of projectile 

movement.   

 Most philosophers think that Descartes is overconfident about the extent of a 

world view that can be deduced by rationalistic means.  For example, he floated a view 

that the heavenly bodies were in heavenly vortices (“great swirling pools of fine matter 

which carried the heavenly bodies around like chips of wood floating on a tub of swirling 

water”).128  Descartes’ view of dynamics was replaced by Newton’s concept of inertia, 

                                                 
128 Quoted by Diogenes Allen, Philosophy for Understanding Theology, p. 183. 
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forces, and acceleration.  Such a Newtonian framework founds the mathematical basis 

upon which classical physics operates. 

 While Descartes defends a Christian God, the deists, trying to emulate Descartes 

rational confidence, remove God’s interactiveness.  Alister McGrath nicely critiques this 

option, so as an aberrant theology, it is unnecessary to critique it here.129  

 

Locke and Newton’s Empiricism 

 In a context of religious wars destroying the credibility of religious authority, the 

seventeenth century’s great triumph was in Isaac Newton’s natural science,130 and John 

Locke’s epistemology and psychology of experience.  Both Newton and Locke explored 

what could be observed by the senses and experience. 

 Newton made substantial contributions in the natural sciences.  He began by 

limiting activity to that which could be learned from experience of scientific inquiry.  

Newton’s Rules of Reasoning in Philosophy describe his scientific method as 

generalizing observable experiments.131 

Rule 1) We are to admit no more causes of natural things than such as are both 
true and sufficient to explain their appearances.  
 
Rule 2) Therefore to the same natural effects we must, as far as possible, assign 
the same causes. 
 
Rule 3) The qualities of bodies, which admit neither intensification nor remission 
of degrees, and which are found to belong to all bodies within the reach of our 
experiments, are to be esteemed the universal qualities of all bodies whatsoever. 

                                                 
129 Alister McGrath, A Scientific Theology: Nature, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), vol. 1, pp. 181–191, 
246–248. 
130 Imre Lakatos provides a nice summary example of the development of the Newtonian model in 
“Falsification and Methodology of Scientific Research Programs,” in Criticism and the Growth of 

Knowledge. Proceedings of the International Colloquium in the Philosophy of Science, London, 1965. vol. 
4 edited by Imre Lakatos and Alan Musgrave (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), pp. 135–8. 
131 Isaac Newton, Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy. Great Books of the Western World, vol. 
34 Newton, Huygens, (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952), pp. 270–71. 
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Rule 4) In experimental philosophy we are to look upon propositions inferred by 
general induction from phenomena as accurately or very nearly true, 
notwithstanding any contrary hypotheses that may be imagined, till such time as 
other phenomena occur, by which they may either be made more accurate, or 
liable to exceptions. 
 

 Newton’s method was the first fully developed scientific method, and an examination of 

its application shows he used all these rules to formulate his laws.  

 Utilizing this method, Newton noticed that white light was made up of spectral 

colors by using two prisms, improving Descartes’ parabolic lenses.  From this ray theory 

of light (a forerunner to the wave theory) he posits that there must be an aetherial medium 

beyond our atmosphere for light to get from sun and stars to us.132   

 Even greater was Newton’s work on mechanics.  Positing that every particle in 

the universe attracts every other particle with a force inversely proportional to the square 

of the distance between the two particles, he showed that this one universal law governed 

the motion of planets around the sun and satellites around their planets.  He began to 

derive the calculus133 to reflect the relationship between force, velocity, acceleration, 

mass (a concept he introduced) and distance.  Testing this law experimentally by 

dropping bodies, he laid out his three laws of motion in his Mathematical Principles of 

Natural Philosophy, and then applied them to the bodies of the solar system. 

  John Locke, the founder of empiricism, likewise based all knowledge on 

experience; denying innate ideas, he framed an epistemology upon the reality that could 

                                                 
132 Isaac Newton, “An Hypothesis Explaining the Properties of Light,” quoted in F. K. Richtmer, E. H. 
Kennard, John Cooper, Introduction to Modern Physics (New York: McGraw Hill, 1955), p. 19.  Thomas 
Young in 1801 calculated wave lengths of the colors and showed that the interference patterns were 
predictable in a Piercian pragmatic manner.  
133 Leibniz concurrently derived calculus from his modal approximations of objects, extending Descartes’ 
rationalistic program further.  
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be perceived.134  He was looking for determinate ideas that can be seen and perceived.135  

He agreed with Descartes that we could confirm our own existence as foundationally 

certain by thinking, but he insisted that such a practice is grounded in the experience of 

one’s thought.136  This approach positioned itself as passive allowing nature to imprint 

upon our mind without active pursuit of the facts.  

 He valued coherence, in that he insisted that propositions which are contrary to 

reason cannot have been revealed by God.  This commitment to coherence is important 

because Christianity is built upon such coherent revelation.137  However, he sees that 

reason has limitations in that it has been used to float ideas that do not correspond to 

reality.138   

 Locke agrees with Descartes that sense experience can only provide probability, 

but he advocates that probability is for the most part good enough.139  In An Essay 

Concerning Human Understanding he tried to trace all ideas back to their origin in 

experience.  Reflecting a methodology of experimentation similar to that of his friend, the 

chemist Robert Boyle, who relied on trial and error much of the time, Locke sees 

experience as the means by which any man can plumb the depths of God’s creation, to 

help us know our duties and to improve our life on earth.140   From this vantage point of 

experience, Locke sees that immediate sensation and reflection can provide simple ideas, 

                                                 
134 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding in Great Books of the Western World. vol. 35, 

Locke, Berkeley, Hume (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952), epistle to the reader and bk. 1 , pp. 89–
92 and 95–121.  
135 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, epistle to the reader, pp. 91–92. 
136 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, bk. 4, ch. 9. 
137 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, bk. 4, ch. 7, sect. 11 on the revelational 
foundation for Christianity and ch. 20, sect. 11, p. 392; he is especially addressing Catholic dogma like 
transubstantiantion.  Jonathan Edwards (Miscellanies [New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957], number 
1340) agrees with Locke that ideas must be coherent or they are not worthy to be believed. 
138 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, bk. 4, ch. 17. 
139 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, introduction, and bk. 4, pp. 94, 307–95. 
140 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding,  pp. 385–402. 



 71

“which convey themselves into the mind by all the ways of sensation and reflection, viz. 

pleasure or delight, and its opposite, pain or uneasiness; power; existence; unity.”141  It is 

a person that maintains a continuity of their identity by consciousness in memory, 

retaining the recollection of the sensations after they have been experienced.142 

 Complex ideas are built up by combining these simple ideas.143  This level gets 

beyond his ideal of knowledge by passive experience for it takes an active intellect to 

combine such complex models.  In this, epistemological dualism is easily defended.144  

That is, two observers can perceive an object simultaneously, wherein the differences of 

their perceptions identify that neither of the perceptions is identical to the object.  

Epistemic dualism is also defended from the process of perception; extending Locke into 

a contemporary physics and neurology, analysis of light as waves or photons and nerves 

carrying electric charges, there is a causal chain between the object and the perception of 

the object through sensory organs, neural changes and the synapses of the brain.  One of 

the main ramifications of his representative theory of perception was that truth and falsity 

was to be measured in how ideas correspond to reality.145   

 For empiricism, philosophy, theology, and science are built up like a layer cake.  

“The bottom layer is sensory experience, which supports empirical generalizations, 

topped off by theories.”146  However, there are limits to the generalizing process for a 

Lockian because empirical facts could not prove universal principles or conclusions, they 

                                                 
141 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, bk. 2, ch. 7, sect. 1; also bk. 1, ch. 1, sect. 17 
and bk. 2, ch. 1–8, pp. 121–134. 
142 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, bk. 2, ch. 10, pp. 141–3. 
143 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, bk. 2, ch. 12–13, pp. 147–55. 
144 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, introduction; bk. 2, ch. 7, sect. 7 and ch. 8, 
sect. 2, p. 95, 132–33. 
145 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, bk. 2, ch. 32; bk. 4, ch. 4–5, pp. 243–8, 324–
31. 
146 Nancey Murphy, Theology in the Age of Scientific Reasoning (Ithaca: Cornell, 1990), p. 7. 
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could merely evidence them.  However, this limitation can be overcome by a dependence 

upon the Biblical text particulars as authoritative statements that occasionally develop 

universal statements. 

  Locke maintained primary and secondary qualities as Galileo and Descartes had 

maintained before him.147  However, in this form of representative theory of perception 

there is no means of establishing the distinction between these qualities, which was a 

point Berkeley and Jonathan Edwards made against Locke.148 

 Jonathan Edwards significantly interacted with Newton’s understanding of 

physics (for personal studies in astronomy and in a general sense of the harmony of the 

universe)149 and Locke’s concepts for issues of epistemology and psychology of 

humanity.  That is, Edwards uses Lockian terms and emphasis for describing the process 

of understanding and will,150 and this took him beyond the saving ambiguities of 

Puritanism.  This Lockianism is apparent in Edwards’ manuscript notebook The Mind, 

which he returned to and worked over much of his life.  In this, Edwards agrees with 

Locke concerning the mind and personhood; “Well might Mr. Locke say that identity of 

person consisted in identity of consciousness.”151  That is, a person is a continuing self-

identical consciousness, a continuity of memory.  However, he rejected Locke’s view that 

human spirit was a separate substance and instead claimed that it is this same 

consciousness of the mind.152   

                                                 
147 Frederick Copleston, A History of Philosophy (Garden City: Image Books, 1963), vol. 5, p. 88.  
148 YE6: 343–44, 350, cited in Jenson, America’s Theologian, pp. 31, 200–201. 
149 Robert Jenson, America’s Theologian: A Recommendation of Jonathan Edwards (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1988), pp. 23–9. 
150 For a discussion on Edwards use of Locke’s concept of free-will cf. Douglas Kennard, The Classical 

Christian God, pp. 149–50.  
151 Edwards quoted by Robert Jenson, America’s Theologian, p. 29. 
152 YE6: 342–3 and Miscellanies, number 267 cited in Jenson, America’s Theologian, p. 30; this is a point 
on which I agree based on the overlap of noov" and pneum̀a, though I use the Tillichian concept of different 
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Edwards embraced the representational nature of ideas and epistemic dualism.  

One implication of this is that a mind could not completely know another mind without a 

union of personality.  

 Clearly, Edwards was on the way to creating a doctrine that consciousnesses are 
 substances by virtue of their self-relatedness, by their metaphysical independence 
 as self-consciousnesses.  Just such doctrine was to be created by German idealism 
 of the next century.  And indeed, Edwards taught that the “nearer in nature beings 
 are to God, so much the more properly are they beings, and more substantial.”153    
 

Edwards used these Lockian concepts to primarily talk about God, a different 

focus than these interlocutors.  That is, Newton and Locke’s emphasis is to frame the 

world’s beauty, while Edwards’ emphasis sees this beauty as reflective of the beauty of 

God.154   

 In fact, for Edwards, the harmony of the world is ultimately seen through an 

Augustinian Trinity to be harmony in Himself.  This harmony reflects itself by God’s 

dealings with the world as a melody of history (His story).   

 With this divine interactiveness of God to the world, Edwards also departed from 

Locke on issues of revivalism, in that Locke specifically wrote against enthusiasm while 

Edwards channeled it through his grid of religious affections to designate and recognize 

appropriate expressions fostered by the Spirit as indications of authentic conversion and 

revival.155  However, the terminology that Edwards uses in describing the religious 

                                                                                                                                                 
dimensions to explain this, cf. chapter “A Biblical Anthropology as a Creation and Revelation Framework 
for Doing Bio-Ethics.” 
153 Robert Jenson, America’s Theologian, p. 33, with a citation from Edwards, YE6:238. 
154 Robert Jenson, America’s Theologian, pp. 15–17; whereas Locke eventually gets around to running a 
cosmological argument for God’s existence, cf. John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, 

bk. 4, ch. 10.  Alister McGrath (A Scientific Theology: Nature, vol. 1, pp. 231–240) develops the role of 
beauty and aesthetics as an epistemic method especially in relativity and quantum physics.  I think that 
beauty as an epistemic criteria is overplayed and I would instead substitute warrant (without undue 
complexity).  
155 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, bk. 4, ch. 11, sect. 6 and ch. 19, sect. 8; 
Jonathan Edwards, Religious Affections, ed. John Smith (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957). 
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affections is that of Locke’s description of senses; so religious affections are a sixth sense 

for Edwards.  Edwards illustrates this: 

 There is a sense of the beauty, amiableness or sweetness of a thing; so that the 
 heart is sensible of pleasure…in the presence of the idea…There is a difference 
 between having a rational judgment that honey is sweet, and having a sense of its 
 sweetness.156  
 
That is, notional knowledge can recognize that something is good but only “the sense of 

the heart” grasps its value with will and inclination, and thus transcends the difference 

between knowing and willing.  Since the Spirit provides new light of the idea of God, 

with affection and inclination to God, this new light provides a certain temper for our 

mind and spirit.  Thus such sanctification is a conversion of the will which “assimilates 

the soul’s nature to the divine nature.”157  In this, “A true sense of the divine excellence 

of the things of God’s word doth …directly …convince of the truth of them.”158 

 However, in 1748, David Hume brought a skeptical turn to Empirical 

confidence.159  His criticism analyzed the senses and showed that in many ways they 

could be doubted.  As such, a posteriori cosmological and teleological arguments are 

doubted by Hume because they can’t provide certainty and one who embraces such an 

argument assumes an ultimate cause, which he assumes is a condition of which humans 

are ignorant (notice the circular reasoning).160  Furthermore, if an idea was not grounded 

in the senses then it is irrelevant; an a priori ontological argument is assumed to be an 

arbitrary assuming of one’s conclusion (notice the circular reasoning).161  He 

additionally, sharpened deism’s arguments against miracles.  He argued against Locke, 

                                                 
156 Edwards, Miscellanies, p. 547. 
157 Edwards, Sermon, “A Divine and Supernatural Light,” Imp., Thirdly, 2 (unpublished sermon). 
158 Edwards, Sermon, “A Divine and Supernatural Light,” Doc., I, sec. 2. 
159 David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, in  Great Books of the Western World  
vol. 35, Locke, Berkeley, Hume (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952), pp. 451–509. 
160 David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 7.1.55–57, pp. 474–5. 
161 David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 4.1.25–26, p. 460. 
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that probabilistic evidence did not support the unlikely (like miracle and prophecy).  

From all this he concludes, in the last lines of his Enquiry Concerning Human 

Understanding he says: 

 If we take in our hand any volume; of divinity or school metaphysics, for 
 instance; let us ask, Does it contain any experimental quantity or number?  No.  
 Does it contain any experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and 

 existence?  No.  Commit it then to the flames: for it can contain nothing but 
 sophistry and illusion.162 
 
Perhaps such a statement provides a direct lineage for logical positivism of the twentieth 

century which rendered tradition to be merely conventional language and not describing 

reality.163  However, logical positivism became self-stultifying in its inability to justify its 

own methodology.164  Anthony Flew attempted to strengthen logical positivism’s 

defenses by positioning its mechanism within the falsifiable.  For Flew, only statements 

that are falsifiable are cognitively meaningful.  Flew tells a parable about the unfalsifiable 

quality and thus the irrelevance of the concept of ‘God”: 

 Once upon a time two explorers came upon a clearing in the jungle.  In the 
 clearing were growing many flowers and many weeds.  One explorer says, “Some 
 gardener must tend this plot.”  The other disagrees, “There is no gardener.”  So 
 they pitch their tents and set a watch.  No gardener is ever seen.  “But perhaps he 
 is an invisible gardener.”  So they set up a barbed-wire fence.  They electrify it.  
 They patrol with blood-hounds…But no shrieks ever suggest that some intruder 
 has received a shock.  No movements of the wire ever betray an invisible climber.  
 The bloodhounds never give cry.  Yet still the Believer is not convinced.  “But 
 there is a gardener, invisible, intangible, insensitive to electric shocks, a gardener 
 who comes secretly to look after the garden which he loves.”  At last the Skeptic 

                                                 
162 David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 12.3, p. 509.  
163 E.g., Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (London: Routledge & Kregan Paul, 1922); 
A. J. Ayer Language Truth and Logic (New York: Dover Publications, 1946).  However, the seeds for 
these views are in Locke’s correspondence view of ideas to reality.  Likewise, Locke floats the idea of 
conventionality which Ludwig Wittgenstein does in Philosophical Investigations (New York: Macmillan 
Publishing Co., 1958), cf. John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, bk. 3, ch. 11, sect. 11, 
p. 302 and John Locke’s constitutional monarchy in Concerning Civil Government in Great Books of the 

Western World. vol. 35, Locke, Berkeley, Hume. (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952), pp. 25–84. 
164 For example, logical positivism could not verify itself so there was no reason to maintain it.  
Furthermore, verification analysis made universal statements meaningless (requiring an infinite number of 
verifying experiences) while their denial was meaningful (requiring one particular). 
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 despairs, “But what remains of your original assertion?  Just how does what you 
 call an invisible, intangible, eternally elusive gardener differ from an imaginary 
 gardener or even from no gardener at all?165  
 
This level of challenge of logical positivism did not emerge until into the twentieth 

century but it attempted to provide a helpful if not skeptical role for correspondence.  

Locke had tried to answer the seventeenth century side of this issue by defending 

Christianity as credible because of its record of fulfilled prophecy.  Thus Locke thought 

that God fared rather well against such a falsifiable test as O.T. prophecy realized in 

Israel’s and in Jesus’ history. 

 Many ignored Hume’s challenge and took consolation in the Scottish Common 

Sense Realism whose exponent, Thomas Reid, considered that many of the skeptical 

elements of Hume could be traced to the epistemological dualism of Descartes and 

Locke.166  Reid argued that we have an immediate awareness of objects in a simple (or 

naive) realism, practically denying epistemic dualism as a harmful over-precision.  He 

also argues for certainty on some matters of belief and morals that also reflect an 

intentional naiveté.  This Scottish Common Sense had considerable influence in the 

American religious context.  The question of religious certainty was resolved for many by 

an appeal to religious experience, especially the fact of conversion experience at revival 

                                                 
165 Antony Flew in “Theology and Falsification” in New Essays in Philosophical Theology. edited by 
Antony Flew and Alasdair MacIntyre (New York: The Macmillian Co., 1955) as presented by John Hick in 
Classical and Contemporary Readings in the Philosophy of Religion (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 
1970), pp. 464–5. 
166 S. A. Grave, The Scottish Philosophy of Common Sense (Oxford: Claredon Press, 1960); Sydney 
Ahlstrom, “The Scottish Philosophy and American Theology,” Church History 24 (1955): 257–272; 
Douglas Sloan, The Scottish Enlightenment and the American College Ideal (New York: Teachers College 
Press, 1971); Theodore Bozeman, Protestants in an Age of Science: The Baconian Ideal and Antebellum 

American Religious Thought (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1977), pp. 3–31; Mark Noll 
The Princeton Theology 1812–1921 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1983), pp. 30–33. 
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meetings,167 rather than the quality of the conversion life (i.e. religious affections) as 

Edwards had done.   

 That is, the Scottish philosophers regarded truth to be a static entity, open equally 

to all people wherever and whenever they have lived.  Resulting from this approach, they 

proposed: 1) an atemporal tradition with little sense of historical development in theology 

and morality, 2) a defense of Biblical inerrancy and 3) a rationalistic style in apologetics.  

This philosophical perspective is the chrysalis from which Princeton Theology emerged.  

It was brought to America by John Witherspoon who became president of Princeton 

College in 1768.  The philosophy and theology teachers following him (William Graham, 

then Ashbel Green, then Charles and A. A. Hodge, then B.B. Warfield) all continued to 

embrace the core of this persuasion, modifying only peripheral aspects.  The more 

reformed side of evangelicalism is deeply affected with this perspective from this root.  

Contemporaries making major contributions to this area of common sense epistemology 

include: Al Plantinga, William Alston, and Nicholas Wolterstorff.168  

 Within this perspective, in 1802 William Paley expressed the design argument on 

the basis of a part of the creation (namely the eye) which within such common sense 

realism indicates unusual design, like a machine would, because it is still beyond human 

ability to replicate.169  Paley goes on to explain that this teleological argument stands, not 

                                                 
167 Diogenes Allen, Philosophy for Understanding Theology, pp. 192–3. 
168 E.g., Alvin Plantinga and Nicholas Woltersdorff ed. Faith and Rationality: Reason and Belief in God 

(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 1983; Alvin Plantinga, Warrant: The Current Debate (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1993); Warrant and Proper Function (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1993); Warranted Christian Belief (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); William Alston, A Realist 

Conception of Truth (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996). 
169 I know that Paley’s argument with analogy of body parts to purposeful machines is not original, 
Aristotle proposed it In Physics 2.12.252 (5th century B.C. in The Works of Aristotle: I. Great Books of the 

Western World [Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952]) and Aquinas followed in Summa Contra 

Gentiles 3.3 (13th century A.D. [Romae: Apud Sedem Commisionis Leoninae, 1934]), but Paley’s 
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within rationalism, but in a kind of aesthetic strategy by which each object (e.g., the eye) 

conveys the world view take that the observer will understand of it (i.e. created by the 

Divine Creator).  

Were there no example in the world …except that of the eye, it would be alone 
sufficient to support the conclusion which we draw from it, as to the necessity of 
an intelligent Creator…If there were but one watch in the world, it would not be 
less certain that it had a maker.  If we had never in our lives seen any but one 
single kind of hydrolic machine; yet, if of that one kind we understood the 
mechanism and use, we should be as perfectly assured that it proceeded from the 
hand, and thought, and skill of a workman, as if we visited a museum of the arts, 
and saw collected there twenty different kinds of machines for drawing water, or a 
thousand different kinds for other purposes.  Of this point each machine is a 
proof, independently of all the rest.  So it is with the evidences of a divine agency.  
The proof is not a conclusion which lies at the end of a chain of reasoning, of 
which chain each instance of contrivance is only a link, and of which, if one link 
fail, the whole falls; but it is an argument separately supplied by every example.  
An error in stating an example affects only that example.  The argument is 
cumulative in the fullest sense of that term.  The eye proves it without the ear; the 
ear without the eye.  The proof in each example is complete; for when the design 
of the part, and the conduciveness of its structure to that design, is shown, the 
mind may set itself at rest: no future consideration can detract any thing from the 
force of the example.170  
 

 I think a similar strategy to Paley’s is followed by the contemporary approach to 

Intelligent Design, albeit with more sophistication.  This identifies that the contemporary 

Intelligent Design movement is empirical171 in its appeals within an intuitional aesthetic 

inference of design, much like the SETI movement.172  In both of these movements 

observations that foster the inference of a sufficiently complex pattern are taken to be 

                                                                                                                                                 
argument became a lightening rod for nineteenth century Christians and opponents so it is worth 
mentioning in this summary of philosophical theology and science.  
170 William Paley, Natural Theology: or Evidences of the Existence and Attributes of the Deity, Collected 

from the Appearances of Nature (Houston: St. Thomas Press, 1972), pp. 55–56.  
171 Phillip Johnson, “The Intelligent Design Movement: Challenging the Modernist Monopoly on Science” 
in Signs of Intelligence: Understanding Intelligent Design ed. William Dembski and James Kushiner 
(Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2001), pp. 29, 31. 
172 The intelligent design movement is described this intuitional way by advocates: William Dembski, title: 
The Design Inference: Eliminating Chance through Small Probabilities (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998); “Signs of Intelligence: a Primer on the Discernment of Intelligent Design,”  Nancy Pearcey, 
“Design and the Discriminating Public: Gaining a Hearing from Ordinary People,” and Bruce Gordon, “Is 
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design of intelligence, either of God or aliens from another world.  This design inference 

would need to be able to be stated within an argument that makes empirical appeals to the 

laws of small probabilities with all of the argument’s premises being true.173  For 

example, the kind of evidence would see DNA as a communication device, like machine 

code in computer languages.174   

 The 1991 Gallop poll found that 46 percent of Americans believe that humans 

were created directly from a Creator, which would encourage advocates of Intelligent 

Design.  However, 40 percent believe God guided evolution (only 9 percent believe 

evolution was guided strictly by natural selection).175  Which means, 49 percent of the 

populous believe in evolution, albeit, most with God involved.  Such close percentages 

(46 to 49) make for polarization of alternatives, which diminishes nuanced strategies 

between them.  A number of school boards are wrestling with or are battle grounds for 

whether Intelligent Design and/or Evolution is to be taught in the public schools as: fact, 

law, theory, or at all.  

  However, there are a growing number of theologians, exegetes, and scientists who 

would identify themselves in the wake of Locke’s empiricism but would advocate a more 

complex method as critical realists (including: William G. T. Shedd, A. H. Strong, Alister 

McGrath, Nancey Murphy, N. T. Wright, and James Dunn).  Within, this approach there 

is usually appreciation for either a sociological or pragmatic role joining with this 

empiricism, so I will develop this hybrid later under critical realism. 
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Kant’s Critical Idealism 

 Historically, Critical philosophy came together in 1781 with Kant’s critiques, and 

especially his Critique of Pure Reason.176  Awakened from his dogmatic slumber by 

Hume, Kant restricted knowledge to the phenomena (appearance) and excluded it from 

the noumena (thing in itself), because the transcendental categories of one’s mind 

inhibited all individuals preventing them from knowing things in themselves.  This is an 

opinion that he assumes after briefly dismissing the possibility of critical realism 

knowing objects.177  It seems to me that this assumption of his is itself self defeating, in 

that he is claiming to know something about reality, that he claims it is unknowable.  

Thus, Kant assumes that all one knows is experience.   

 In reaction to these options in 1916, Roy Sellars proposed the view, and published 

Critical Realism.178  If Kant is stopped here, a person could be Kantian and critical realist 

as the evangelical philosopher, Stuart Hackett maintains option.  In this transcendental 

realism, the noumenal reality is recoverable as known because of the foundational 

strengths of the programs of rationalism, empiricism and empirically grounded 

pragmatism.179  If this move is done, it undercuts a rationale for depending on subsequent 

idealistic (e.g., Kantianism as Kant maintains it, process or Marxism) or aesthetic 

strategies (e.g., romanticism or existentialism). 

                                                 
176 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, in Great Books of the Western World, vol. 42, Kant  

(Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952), pp. 1–252. 
177 Kant, , Critique of Pure Reason, p. 7. 
178 Roy Sellars, Critical Realism (Chicago: Rand McNally Co., 1916). 
179 Stuart Hackett, The Resurrection of Theism: Prolegomena to Christian Apology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
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Critical Apologetic (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984).  Roy Bhaskar also positions himself within 
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 However, Kant goes on to analyze classifications of judgment that show him to be 

a critical idealist.  That is, semantic categories for Kant are either: 1) analytic (predicate 

is contained in the subject [e.g., All mothers are women]) or 2) synthetic (predicate adds 

something to the subject [e.g., Mary is a mother]).   He then combines this with epistemic 

categories: a priori (nonexperiential knowledge) and a posteriori (experiential 

knowledge).  He thought that analytic a piori statements defined and did not describe 

reality (e.g., all bachelors are unmarried).  Additionally, Kant thought that all empirical 

statements were synthetic a posteriori, and thus the only description of reality.  Which 

would mean that there were no analytic a posteriori statements, but I think that he is 

wrong about this.  For example, empirically falsifiable statements like “too small to see” 

and performative statements like “I now pronounce you man and wife” occupy this 

analytic a posteriori domain and describe reality.  Likewise, Kant thought that all 

synthetic a priori statements could only describe phenomena and not reality.  However, 

mathematics is framed by synthetic a priori statements as a kind of higher order 

reality.180  So, if math is noumenally real, mathematical derivation statements are claims 

to know some of the noumenal realm and not merely the phenomenal.  Likewise, 

exclusionary synthetic a priori statements (e.g., nothing green is red) describe reality 

contrary to Kant’s claim.  Furthermore, the logically necessary would be synthetic a 

priori statements and also govern the real.181   Additionally, I think that Kant’s own 

categorical imperative is also of this sort, thus describing reality (e.g., It’s always wrong 

to torture for the fun of it).  Finally, challenging Kant’s criticism, I belief that the 

                                                 
180 See my note # 7 describing numbers as a kind of Platonic form. 
181 I defend this point in Doug Kennard, The Relationship Between Epistemology, Hermeneutics, Biblical 

Theology and Contextualization, pp. 41–43. 



 82

ontological argument can prove the existence of God.182  Likewise, the other arguments 

for God’s existence are also legitimate synthetic a posteriori defenses for the existence of 

God.183  Instead of getting side tracked here by Kant’s criticism concerning these 

arguments, I have already presented these arguments earlier in ways that answer or side 

step his criticism.   

 A unified system of knowledge is what Kant means by science.184  However, 

natural sciences are “dependent upon the strategy of reflective judgment.”185  That is, 

natural science is what must be granted to make sense of the phenomena observed.  Such 

Kantian reductionism was defeated in science by non-Euclidean geometry and post 

Newtonian physics. 

 In describing the phenomenal, Kant coined a term “worldview” (Weltanschauung) 

to make sublime sense of his unified system.186  Bryan College has certainly benefited 

from the concept of a wholistic Christian worldview, which concept could be rooted back 

to individuals like Kant.187  This approach appreciates the coherence of the worldview as 

a whole, though may also appeal to other forms of warrant.  Two expressions of 

                                                 
182 For the popular presentation see earlier in this chapter under the section of  “Descartes’ Rationalism,” or 
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worldview analysis are heavily dependant upon coherentism for their warrant: 

presuppositionism and idealism.  For example, David Naugle traces the history of the 

Christian worldview concept especially through the presuppositionalist wing of 

Reformed theology including: Gordon Clark,188 Abraham Kuyper,189 Herman 

Dooyeweerd,190 and Francis Schaeffer.191  What they include in their worldview may at 

times be very different from Kant as they depend upon a Calvinistic approach to the 

Bible.  Their primary epistemic appeal for apologetics is to the freedom of contradiction 

that coherentism maintains.  However, their approach sets up a community based 

perception that may limit appreciating data that may challenge or defeat as perceived 

from a different perspective.  Science and theology done within a worldview orientation 

will be resilient and resistant to change until the evidence is rather overwhelming (which 

sets up a Kuhnian approach to world view change).  However, change does occur, as is 

evident in the differences between the theologians: Clark, Kuyper, Dooyeweerd, and 

Schaeffer.  This change occurs more likely by the time, medium, and challenges within 

which they ply their trade. 

 Additionally, a range of liberal theologies have followed Kant into a coherent 

phenomenal unitary belief system.  It is as though Kant’s critical idealism legitimates the 

possibility of antirealist options in their coherence emphasis.  However, the imagination 

wording forth to frame and incite liberal theology usually needs a more passionate 

intuitive spark than Kant, to fire its’ liberal flames. 

                                                 
188 Gordon Clark, A Christian View of Men and Things: An Introduction to Philosophy (Grand Rapids: 
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 American liberalism is rooted in Unitarianism.  Kant set the course for such 

Unitarianism in his denial of the Trinity, “absolutely nothing worthwhile for practical life 

can be made out of the doctrine of the Trinity, taken literally, when one believes that one 

has understood it adequately, but even less when one perceives that it exceeds all our 

concepts.”192  Going beyond Kant’s rationalism, the torch of such Unitarianism burns 

brightly in the works of William Ellery Channing.193  The core commonality between 

such liberalism and Unitarianism includes the belief in: 1) a monotheistic good God, 2) 

that Jesus was a good moral teacher, and 3) the Holy Spirit was merely a metaphor for 

divine activity.   

 This Unitarian sentiment retains the confidence of a good moral order as defended 

by Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason.
194

  In such, Kant defends the categorical 

imperative as a universally binding morality in practice; thus turning a transcendental 

ethic toward duty.  That is, whatever cannot be universalized without detrimental effects 

should not be done (e.g., cheating) and whatever can be universalized with beneficial 

effects should be done (e.g., expressing thankfulness to others).  Such moralizing tends to 

reconfigure the human Jesus as an ethical teacher somewhat like Kant presented in 

Religion Within the Boundaries of Mere Reason.
195

   However, unlike Kant the early 

Unitarians retained many of Jesus miracles as evidence to God’s favor in Jesus’ life and 

ministry.  In time, a higher criticism unraveled the confidence in such supernatural 

manifestations, drawing Unitarianism closer to Kant’s root.  The miracles were 
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subsequently lost to ethical liberalism throughout the nineteenth century.  This Biblical 

critical explosion began to occur in David Strauss’ 1835 incendiary Life of Jesus: 

Critically Examined.
196  However, his presentation was too radical a Hegelian world view 

for all but the most extreme, so that in 1863 he tried a little more conservative ethical 

worldview version that brought it in line with Kant’s Religion Within the Bounds of Mere 

Reason.   In this, Christianity is reinterpreted to be essentially morality.  This approach 

informed ethical liberalism, upon which Social Gospel was built.  For example, Horace 

Bushell’s God in Christ showed this ethical liberalism as living truths that could touch 

reality and spur the imagination for the good of others.197 

 When Kant’s The Critique of Judgment explores an aesthetic and purpose of 

nature, which Kant finds operates as a bridge between science and concepts like morality, 

freedom and faith.198  Kant’s judgments of taste inform the evaluation of universal assent.  

In his analytic of the sublime, he sets up an aesthetic strategy that prepares for 

existentialism.  Tapping this root, Clayton Crockett develops A Theology of the Sublime 

that emerges as a connection is made between the Kantian sublime of the third critique 

and the transcendental imagination of the first critique.199  Crockett is trying to stand 

against John Milbank’s post-modern Radical Orthodoxy
200 with these critical resources of 

                                                 
196 David Strauss, Life of Jesus: Critically Examined (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972). 
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Kant and the existentialists that work in his wake.  For example, drawing upon Vattimo201 

and Heideggar,202 Crockett highlights the developmental nature of theological tradition. 

 A theological investigation does not simply deal with the traditional objects or 
 concepts of theology as they have been already determined and handed down, but 
 in rethinking theological insights one must deal with the processes of 
 understanding through experience which generate the theological conceptions in 
 the first place.  In this way, a theological thinking generates theology itself.203  
 
Crockett affirms that philosophy effects theology by presenting philosophical concepts as 

those through which theologizing will take place. 

 Kant’s critical idealism does not bring about science, but as an epistemic method 

Kant clears the landscape of the empirical confidence in experiment.  Into this void, the 

Romantic Movement steps, fostering science to be primarily driven by rival intuitional 

agendas.  So while Kant does not himself develop science he remains foundational for all 

idealistic methods that follow and do contribute to science directly, namely: 

Romanticism, Hegel, Existentialism, Marxism, idealist forms of Pragmatism, Process, 

and Post-Modernism. 

    

Romanticism 

 By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the cold reasoning of Kant was felt to 

be a good way to know but not a good way to live; life was more organic than analytic; 

life needed romantic passion.  Schelling’s romantic influence sparked the liberal flames 

with subversive intuitions that funded the transcendentalist Unitarianism of Ralph Waldo 
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Emerson and Theodore Parker.204   For example, Parker reviewed Strauss’ The Life of 

Jesus: Critically Examined for the Unitarian Christian Examiner and commended the 

work for its rigorous scholarship but critiqued it for its lack of religious spirit, “It is 

colder than ice.  It is the most melancholy book we ever read.”205  However, Parker added 

warmth of religious spirit to Strauss’ rigor, in Parker’s pseudonymously authored206 

pamphlet, “The Previous Question Between Mr. Andrews Norton and His Alumni,” 

making the naturalistic moralizing Jesus more palatable for a liberal populous.   

 Likewise, the romantic movement of Schelling and Goethe floated an organic 

view of nature that aesthetically inclined toward evolution and opposed the mechanical 

ideal stemming from Descartes and Newton.  Goethe and Schelling recount that it is an 

epistemic strategy that moves from the whole to the parts to selectively see evidence that 

will support the beauty of the whole and is thus dependant on the intuition of the beauty 

of the whole.207  Robert Richards quoting Schelling, recognizes that, “Truth would be 

achieved insofar as the images in our understanding came to adequate ‘things as they are 

performed in the archetypal understanding.’… And beauty would be predicated of 

archetypes particularly insofar as they united ‘the universal and the particular, the species 

and the individual.’”208   
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 Countering Kant, Kielmeyer granted parity to organic and physical laws and 

proposed that in the same aesthetic strategy that one might grant design by mechanistic 

laws, one might grant organic adaptation by organic laws.209  Such a strategy would make 

the system and the organ “so united that each becomes mutually cause and effect of the 

other.”210  Within this organic model nature takes on the role of a quasi-divine ruling 

principle.211  Charles Darwin concluded that natural selection altruistically looked out for 

the welfare of the creatures selected; “man selects only for his own good; Nature only for 

that of the being which she tends.”212  Thus, natural selection insures the progress of 

evolution “towards perfection.”213  Furthermore, following Kielmeyer, to some extent 

Charles Darwin and substantually Haeckel conceive of the evolutionary recapitulation of 

forces in embryogenesis and species genesis.214   

 Charles Darwin and Ernst Haeckel acknowledge that Goethe and Alexander 

Humboldt were romantic predecessors in developing their theories of evolution.215   
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 Schelling critiqued Erasmus Darwin’s (Charles Darwin’s grandfather) 

evolutionary theory as too difficult to overcome species difference because it started with 

a single aboriginal form, and proposed instead several archetypes from which all forms 

have evolved.216  When Charles Darwin began his work on species change, he originally 

proposed that four or more archetypal groups emerged from the Ur-slime (e.g., 

Vertebrata, articulate, mollusca, and radiate); and then morphological change occurred 

only within each group.217   

 The find of the Archeopteryx (with its reptilian brain, separate digits, tail and 

teeth, but also the apparatus for flight) was originally named by Richard Owen because it 

represented what he took to be an avian archetype.218  However, under the influence of T. 

H. Huxley, Archeopteryx became declared the missing link, that aided in providing 

empirical evidence for the theory of evolution.219   

 Furthermore, Charles Darwin concluded that evolution also utilized embryonic 

recapitulation of adult forms (ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny) and Ernst Haeckel gave 

currency to this “biogenic law.”220   

 Critiques have been marshaled from a variety of points of view.  For example, 

some forms of evolution can embrace Divine design, natural law and chance 

simultaneously, as R. A. Fisher maintained.221  In contrast, Todd Wood has maintained 
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that “the modern neodarwinian synthesis is inadequate for understanding speciation” and 

would move from a random selection process to a more nuanced pre-designed, creation 

process.222  Wood further maintains that the Biblical and scientific evidence can be 

embraced within a nuanced creation view that permits change to occur within a series of 

archetypal groups which God established through creation by His design.  Whereas, 

Dembski of the Intelligent Design movement sees these causalities as “mutually 

exclusive,”223 which is no surprise since as an aesthetic strategy based on intuition of 

design inference,224 design is mutually exclusive to natural selection in a Kuhnian sense.   

 Additionally, Haeckel’s extreme version of evolution, with its obvious 

progressivism, political Prussianism, and racism becomes a harbinger of Nazi horrors.225  

Not a slippery slope, but a horrible extreme version that infected history and destroyed 

millions of lives.  

 In a context in which scientific empiricism and relativizing historicism were 

tearing away Christianity’s foundations, Friedrich Schleiermacher sought to provide a 

romantic authority as a mediator between religion and its’ cultured despisers.  He is 

trying to elicit a Christianity to which the Berlin literary idealism could relate.226  

However, there is rigor and criticism that frame his views, as among the best of what 

Romanticism had to offer.  The romantic influence of Schelling can be seen in 
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Schleiermacher through the tendency to define the ultimate as the unity of the antitheses 

of existence.  However, he refused to identify the transcendental unity demanded by 

thought with being, thus leaving it an epistemic necessity rather than an amorphous 

metaphysic.227  He begins by showing that the skeptics have rejected a caricature of 

religion and that there is a core experience of the feeling of dependence common in 

humanity that connects us beyond ourselves to the ultimate.  For Schleiermacher, 

romanticism confirmed his belief in the unity of life and joined with his passionate 

Moravion background in defining the place of the individual as with the relationships of 

family and community.  So the intuition that connects us with the ultimate, beyond mere 

community, is that feeling of indebtedness and dependence.  With this is a sense of unity 

with all that is real. 

 The sum total of religion is to feel that, in its highest unity, all that moves us in 
 feeling is one; to feel that aught single and particular is only possible by means of 
 this unity; to feel…that being and living in and through God.228 
 
Within this muted perspective, and with the passion of pietism, Friedrich Schleiermacher 

proposes that religion was a “sense and taste for the infinite.”  Life without this taste is 

incomplete.  Within this taste for the infinite, the essence of religious experience is “a 

feeling of absolute dependence.”229  Perhaps, echoed by Annie Dillard’s metaphor of 

“holy the firm.”230  With such an internally warranted view for oneself, there is a 

balancing role provided by the community that one is associated with so that the 

community feels this dependence together.  Only those who are within the community 
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can grasp the inner logic of its faith; “Religion is only comprehensible through itself.”231  

However, I wonder if in this post-Kantian phenomenalistic approach we have 

oversimplified religion and Christianity.  It seems to me that my pack of dogs which I 

keep in my kennel have both an individual sense and a communal sense of absolute 

dependence upon me, and they grasp within the pack their dependence and the order of 

the pack.  However, I don’t think that makes my dogs supremely religious or Christian.  

It looks like this approach, for all its simplicity has lost important Biblical complexity of 

Christianity.   

 Evangelicalism also has taken deep drafts of pietism, a religious side to 

romanticism, though it expressed itself more with passion for the Bible, personal 

experience with the gospel, sharing of gospel, missions, illumination, and leading of the 

Spirit.  The leading of the Spirit and illumination of the Spirit bleed into each other.  

Taken together they are similar to the Orthodox and Roman Catholic Spirit enablement of 

tradition through apostolic succession and the Pope.  However, in evangelicalism the 

illumination of the Spirit is shifted from a divine support of the tradition to usually a 

work in the individual interpreter to aid him in discerning the message of the Biblical 

passage.232  The earliest expressions of this illumination of the Spirit emerged among 

Lutheran pietism when Phillip Jakob Spener replaced the concept of verbal inspiration of 

the Scriptures with a personal inspiration or illumination of the believing interpreter, 

fostering a major controversy with orthodox Lutheranism.233  Spener agreed with the 
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reformers that the text was clear but viewed humans as so impaired by sin so that only 

“reborn” preachers with the enlightening of the Spirit (like the resurrected Christ 

provided on the Emmaus road) could rightfully understand the Biblical text.  This 

ushered in one of the most violent controversies which orthodox Reformation thought 

had against pietism.  In 1685 the exhaustive collection of Lutheran theology in Theologia 

Didactico-Polemica by the Johann Quenstedt (nicknamed “the bookkeeper” for his 

exhaustive cataloging of views) reframed the Spirit’s illuminational aid as one of 

regenerational interpretation and not inspiration.234  In 1707 David Hollanz embraced this 

view that the Holy Spirit is promised to every Christian so that they might understand the 

Biblical text better.235    Around 1701, August Herman Franke shifted the illumination of 

the Spirit as sensus mysticus when reading the Biblical text, extending John Hus’ Spirit 

regeneration idea to an affective product brought about by the Spirit when studying the 
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Bible.236  That is, only the person moved by the Spirit can acquire “living” knowledge of 

the Biblical text that will bring about spiritual affection.  Evangelicalism has largely 

owned Spener and Hollanz’s cognitive illumination view, with others in evangelicalism 

joining Franke’s Spirit transformational illumination view.  For example, the 1982 

evangelical Chicago Statement on Biblical Hermeneutics includes as the fifth article: 

“WE AFFIRM that the Holy Spirit enables believers to appropriate and apply Scripture to 

their lives.  WE DENY that the natural man is able to discern spiritually the biblical 

message apart from the Holy Spirit.”237  This statement indicates in its denial a cognitive 

illuminational element while in its affirmation the transformational illumination is 

highlighted.  This statement reflects the emphasis in evangelicalism that the Holy Spirit 

aids the individual’s use of hermeneutics.   

 However, some in evangelicalism are advocating a communal illumination.  

Donald Bloesch is a contemporary advocate of this communal illumination view.  He 

identifies that the Bible’s revelatory status “does not reside in its wording as such but in 

the Spirit of God, who fills the words with meaning and power.”238 This view provides a 

post textual subjective meaning.  Kevin Vanhoozer also wishes to extend this individual 

illumination into becoming a community illumination of Spirit, “Only a prayerful reading 

that invokes the Spirit can perceive the true meaning in what is otherwise a dead letter.  

Such Spirit-led exegesis ‘restores the interpretive activity of the spiritual community as 
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the connecting link between text and reader.’”239  Community textual decisions are 

essentially saying that the Holy Spirit assures the community that they will interpret 

correctly as they frame up their tradition.  In conservative circles this illumination is often 

supported through textual appeals to John 14:26; 16:12–15; 1 Cor. 2:6–16; and 1 John 

2:27.  I argue along with the scholarly commentators that these texts do not teach such an 

illumination view.240   

  

Hegelian Idealism 

 Hegel published The Phenomenology of Spirit in 1807 as a unique attempt to 

bridge the Kantian gap with a confidence that transcendentalism provided.241  This 

confidence was made even more assured by his commitment to reflect the Trinity in the 

triadic framework of the work.  In this idealism the clarity of the overarching idea, 

virtually the mind of God, serves as a lens that puts each thing or belief in their place in 

the progressively revealing tension and resolution of the mind of God.  Johann Fichte 

reappropriates this transcendentalism into a dialecticalism in which the next stage draws 

the preceeding into a unified synthesis without the contradictions of the former stages (an 

approach that underlies Marxist sociology and much existential philosophy).  This tends 

to set up an evolutionary development, with the advocate as the climax of the model.  
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Hegel shows this evolutionary bias in his History of Philosophy,242 and maybe Darwin 

does as well, as certainly Haeckel does in his use of evolution. 

 It is into this idealistic Hegelian methodology that Pannenberg places himself.243  

So for Pannenberg the task of theology following Hegel is to develop “a series of stages 

in which at any given point, the higher stage is constitutive of the preceding insofar as it 

synthesizes into a unity the contradictions of the preceding one, and thus contains the 

provisional whole of the entire dialectical path that had been traversed up to that 

point.”244  At this point he returns more to Hegel, than Fichte, in that the noncontradictory 

synthesis is for both (Hegel and Pannenberg) beyond contradictions and thus on that basis 

evidences especially a picture of the absolute God.245   From this framework he argues 

that, “the unity of the tradition can exist despite different dogmatic formulations and in 

spite of many criticisms of the dogmatic formulations of past times.  The unity of the 

tradition is grounded in the common relation of different theologians of different ages to 

the norm of the one and the same Christ-event.”246  That is, the historian sees a unity in 

the “pre-projected unity of history,” thus pinning it in relativism, while the theologian 

finds meaning in the past and present events as it is unified in the future Kingdom of 

Christ.  Or more simply, Jesus’ resurrection provides us with a foretaste of our 

resurrection.   

 Aristotle, Descartes or Kant could chime in against Hegel and maybe also 

Pannenberg at this point and highlight that if the thesis and antithesis were really 
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contradictory (as they claim) then both thesis and antithesis can’t be embraced in a 

noncontradictory synthesis maintaining all of the former two (thesis and antithesis) in one 

synthesis.  That is, either Hegel’s triads are not contradictory and can be synthesized 

(e.g., logic, nature, and mind), or if they are contradictory then no synthesis is possible, 

without something significant becoming lost if a synthesis is attempted (e.g., being, 

nonbeing, and becoming; “becoming” has lost much from both “being” and “nonbeing” 

so it is not a good transcendental synthesis).  Furthermore, can Hegel embrace Hume and 

transcend him as well?  Nancey Murphy thinks that Hegel can not coherently maintain 

the opposites of Hume and his own system within his own synthesis.247  

 Such a form of Hegelian idealism resists engagement or development in science.  

However, Pannenberg is more amenable to a form of science.  Pannenberg embraced a 

Stoic idea of field or spirit, following Thomas Torrance that permits science to operate on 

a parallel plain to that of theology.248  So that theology and science disciplines each 

operate within the paramenters of their own disciplines but they can dialog with each 

other, without necessarily resolving the tensions in this dialog. 

 LeRon Shults refurbished Pannenberg as palatable for some post-moderns in 

reframing Pannenberg’s Hegelianism into a post-foundationalist language game for his 

                                                 
247 Nancey Murphy, Theology in the Age of Scientific Reasoning, pp. 42–43; Anthony Thiselton (The 

Hermeneutics of Doctrine [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007], p. 171 considers Murphy’s criticism of 
Pannenberg’s incommensurability to be inappropriate because Hume and Pannenberg’s do not have 
sufficiently shared conceptual grammar, but I side with Murphy because the conceptual grammar that is 
shared is that of Pannenberg and Hegel by Pannenberg’s own claim (Wolfhart Pannenberg, Basic Questions 

in Theology: Collected Essays Volume II, pp. 21–27) and such a Hegelian methodology either embraces 
contradictions to arrive at synthesis, which is contradictory or their views need to be reinterpreted through a 
dialecticalism, which I think Thiselton is doing as a progressive development.  This is to read Hegel 
through the Fichtian tradition rather than Hegel in his own context of bridging the Kantian gap. 
248 Wolfhart Pannenberg, Kontingenz und Naturgesetz. Towards a Theology of Nature: Essays on Science 

and Faith, ed. Ted Peters (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1970, 1993), pp. 72–122; “Problems 
Between Science and Theology in Course of Their Modern History,” Zygon 41:1(March, 2006): 105–12. 
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followers.249  Such a post-modern reframing of Pannenberg diminishes the role of 

Hegel’s Transcendentalism for grounding his theology and replaces such a rationale with 

post-modern community acceptance as that which controls where theology should go. 

 

Existentialism  

 Sören Aaby Kierkegaard broke on this scene as “that individual” who strongly 

reacted against Hegel and stood instead for subjective choice making the difference for a 

person’s life.  Through the irony of Philosophical Fragments, Concluding Unscientific 

Postscript, and Fear and Trembling
250 he shows that the subjectivity of owning their 

unique truth is the individual’s goal in a unique relationship with God Who does not 

demand the same thing from everyone.  Kierkegaard’s goal is that we participate with 

God as He breaks through to our mundane lives with the truly transcendent and therefore 

seemingly contradictory demand on our lives.  Once such unbridled subjectivity is out of 

Pandora’s box there are few restrictions to those who do not corral it as Kierkegaard does 

by allowing the synoptic gospels to especially show Christ’s narrow way.  However, the 

celebration of life, rather than just the mind, is an important gain that existentialism 

emphasized. 

 The existentialist can feel freed from previously granted essences as she positions 

herself in what seems to authentically fit her life. The essence of human consciousness is 

freedom itself and thus responsibility is unavoidable, as Sartre said “because freedom is 

                                                 
249 F. Leron Shults, The Postfoundationalist Task of Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999). 
250 Sören Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments (New York: Princeton, 1958); Concluding Unscientific 

Postscript translated by David Swenson and Walter Lowrie (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1941) 
and Fear and Trembling Edited and Translated by Howard Hong and Edna Hong (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1983). 
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condemned to be free.”251  Laurie Anderson playfully sings this perspective “You were 

born, so you’re free; Happy Birthday.”  However, freedom is not in the abstract but 

freedom to change or to do in the situation.252  “Thus I am absolutely free and absolutely 

responsible for my situation.  But I am never free except in situation.”253  So that with 

this existentialism any new situation has the possibility of birthing a new theological 

daughter.  Existentialism as a theological mother has certainly been prolific.  The 

existentialist may even remind us that any choices or critiques that we make come from 

our own situation, authentic to ourselves.254   Might we actually be an existentialist in our 

own theological clothes?  Might our lives be the sum of our choices?  What choice do 

you make?  The rock group ‘Rush’ testifies to choosing free will and reminds us in their 

song ‘Freewill’ that “if you choose not to decide, that you still have made a choice.”   I 

choose in this section to briefly explore a sample of existentialism’s family album from 

the twentieth century. 

The twentieth century began with Nietzsche’s wildman in the streets crying out ‘I 

seek God’ and then admitting that we in the modern era had killed Him.255  This extreme 

existentialist siron cry called a generation of moderns to live as though there is not a God 

by willing our power to the extent that we are able.  This sort of relativism drew fire in 

1926 from Bernard Bell, as the first written theological critique of existential post-

modernism, where he argued that there were resources for truth in modern epistemology 

that warrant our truth claims without reducing things essentially to choice.256   

                                                 
251 Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness (New York: Washington Square Press, 1956), p. 652. 
252 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 650. 
253 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 652. 
254 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 675. 
255 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, trans. W. Kaufman (New York: Random House, 1974), pp. 180–
181. 
256 Bernard Bell, Postmodernism and Other Essays (Milwaukee: Morehouse Publishing Co. 1926). 
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However, John Wisdom attempted to express this subjective existential or 

emotive point of view in the universe by comparing impressions of observers as they 

return to a long neglected garden.  “One says ‘A gardener comes unseen and unheard.  He 

is manifested only in his works with which we are all familiar,’ the other says, ‘There is 

no gardener’ and with this difference in what they say about the gardener goes the 

difference in how they feel about the garden, in spite of the fact that neither expects 

anything of it which the other does not expect.”257  J. H. Randall expands this to a 

communal existential role for emotive language.  

The role of the painter, the musician, the poet, teaches us how to use our eyes, our 
ears, our minds, and our feelings with greater power and skill…. It shows us how 
to discern unsuspected qualities in the world encountered, latent powers and 
possibilities there resident.  Still more, it makes us see the new qualities with 
which the world, in cooperation with the spirit of man, can clothe itself…. Is it 
otherwise with the prophet and the saint?  They too can do something to us, they 
too can effect changes in us and in our world…. They teach us how to discern 
what human nature can make out of its natural conditions and materials…. They 
make us receptive to qualities of the world encountered; and they open our hearts 
to the new qualities with which that world, in cooperation with the spirit of man, 
can clothe itself.  They enable us to see and feel the religious dimension of our 
world better, the ‘order of splendor,’ and of man’s experience in and with it.  
They teach us how to find the Divine; they show us visions of God.258 
 

 Few of us would be willing to join Randall’s naturalism or Nietzsche’s a-theology 

or any of the more recent versions (even to Mark Taylor’s),259 because we believe God 

exists as a loving Father caring for us and we still seek His kingdom.  Of course, 

Nietzsche fused with evolution and a pride of Germanic superiority was dragged into 

distasteful contexts as Adolf Hitler’s messages advocating National Socialism.  However, 

this message and any abuse like they fostered were definitely inauthentic, so such an 

                                                 
257 John Wisdom, “Gods,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, (1944-45): 185–206. 
258 J. H. Randall, The Role of Knowledge in Western Religion. ch. 4 contained in John Hick Classical and 

Contemporary Readings in the Philosophy of Religion, pp. 424–5. 
259 E.g., Mark Taylor, Erring: A Postmodern A/theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984).   
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existential approach practically violated its own basic code.  Additionally, such abuse 

fostered more existential responses from the abused, tending to produce existential 

responses to recover from our thrownness to authentic kingdom living.  

One such resilient call to theology was neo-orthodoxy’s encounter with the Word 

of God.  Perhaps Barth was more blatantly existentialist in his commentaries on Romans 

but he seems to retain the existential angle on things even in the Church Dogmatics albeit 

cloaked under the rubric of God breaking across the Kantian gap to encounter us within 

our particular crises situations.260  For Barth, ultimately God is the existentialist but in 

practice one may wonder whether the mystical intuitional encounter is more than an 

authentic response to the situation we find ourselves within.  Barth reacted existentially 

against the Nazi threat and called it down as a counterfeit salvation and idolatry.  “The 

Barmen Declaration” and many other reactions exhibited authentic choice within the 

precarious day in which they lived.  Others joined in, like Bonhoeffer who called for 

costly discipleship and aggressive action because our world has come of age.  While he 

held to a conflicting absolutist ethical strategy he advocated aggressive political action 

for the Christian smuggling Jews out of Germany and making assassination attempts on 

the Furer’s life.  A decade later existential authenticity would reframe such aggressive 

ethics into the situational ethics of Joseph Fletcher261 and his ethical offspring.   

However, Barth’s heritage has gone in different directions than these; there remains a 

hotbed of neo-orthodox thought within evangelical schools, post-liberalism, and 

liberation theology.  For example, when we come to a missions conference and the 

speaker draws us into Isaiah’s call as though it now extends to us, “I heard the voice of 

                                                 
260 Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, trans. Edwyn Hoskyns (London: Oxford University Press, 1933);  
Church Dogmatics, ed. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance (Edinburg: T. & T. Clark, 1936–69). 
261 Joseph Fletcher, Situation Ethics: The New Morality (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1966). 
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the Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I send, and who will go for Us?’ Then I said, ‘Here am I 

send me!’”(Isa. 6:8).  Will we own this call existentially making it our own as from God 

and be motivated to go to the mission field with confidence that God has an encouraging 

ministry for us there?  If so we have become neo-orthodox in disregarding the details of 

the Biblical text which calls Isaiah to a ministry of hardening to prepare Israel for 

blindness and captivity.  Do we let a “Word of God” not in the text be the authoritative 

guide as we disregard details of the text?  

Perhaps the most influential existentialist mid-century was Martin Heidegger.262  

For him, everyday existence is inauthentic so the goal is to make my world mine.  One 

should not forfeit life by being distracted by the everyday things or gadgetry that 

surround me, by becoming merely a member in the crowd, hidden in the rat race of crises 

and moods.  For him, there is only one mood that leads to genuine self-knowledge and 

away from self-betrayal and that is the mood of dread, especially as it is focused in a life 

of heading toward death, which we only face alone.  This condition of life is not actually 

pessimistic for those who live it (in spite of most evangelicals claim for it to be), for it 

ushers into the existentialist an optimistic authentic choice.   

Soteriology as authentic choice follows Bultmann’s appropriation of Heidegger.  

For example, Bultmann began with this Heideggerian description of humanity and 

identifies it with the nonchristian condition.  Bultmann’s soteriology begins with man 

willfully misunderstanding himself.263  Man needs to be totally dependent upon God.  

Upon hearing the message that God can provide security, man needs to commit himself 

                                                 
262 Martin Heideggar, Being and Time, trans. J. Macquarrie and E. S. Robinson (New York: Harper, 1962); 
An Introduction to Metaphysics, trans. R. Manheim (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959). 
263 Theses views are more blatant in Rudolf Bultmann, The Presence of Eternity, History and Eschatology 

(New York: Harper & Bros., 1957) and Jesus Christ and Mythology (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 
1958). 
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to this God in order to exist in freedom, openness, love, and authenticity.  In our Bible 

studies do we say, ‘What does this text mean to you’ and let each one in the room paint a 

different meaning and application that they get from the text?  If so we have joined with 

the existential hermeneutic in a reader response approach while we diminish what the text 

actually says, for the significance we own largely comes out of our own context.   

About 1941 this existential soteriology began to express itself as existential 

eschatology.  Bultmann agreed with Weiss that the kingdom of God transcends the 

historical order but then demythologized it away from the kerygma, leaving each ‘now’ 

or ‘crises of decision’ as always humanity’s last time to decide against the world and for 

God.  Norman Perrin extended this existential eschatology into a linguistic eschatology 

that takes the concept of kingdom of God as a tensive symbol evoking varied meanings 

of the myth of God’s activity as kingship without reference to a present or future.264  

Such a myth existentially would be a complex of stories- some are fact and others are 

fantasy- which, for various reasons, humans regard as demonstrations of inner meaning 

of the universe and of human life.  This linguistic turn was also within Heidegger for 

hermeneutics was how we were to approach all of life interpreting it out of the narrative 

that is our own story. 

 Tillich was the leading liberal and existential theologian at mid-century.265  He 

reframed Troeltsch’s principle of correlation (a forerunner to contextualization)266 into a 

method in which philosophy (especially existentialism) would ask questions and theology 

would provide answers to these questions within a dialog with this philosophy.  

Questions like ‘Who am I?’ ‘Why am I here?’ and ‘Does anyone really care about me?’ 

                                                 
264 Norman Perrin, Jesus and the Language of the Kingdom (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976). 
265 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951–63). 
266 Ernst Troeltsch, “Historical and Dogmatic Method in Theology” GS 2(1898): 729–753. 
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get addressed by an authentic reading of theology and the Bible to help us become 

oriented in our own existential situations.  Since philosophy asked the questions it set the 

concepts through which theology would respond; philosophy effects theology.  Do we try 

to answer these questions as we go to the Biblical text?  All the latest scientific 

disciplines, like Freudian psychology gave an engaged voice to his theology to keep him 

on the boundaries of cutting edge theology.  For him, the structure and meaning of reality 

can only be grasped by myths or symbols, which are signs that actually participate in the 

reality to which they point.  The nature of the participation is not clear but it must occur 

for meaning to be communicated.  The only symbol that has any hope of getting beyond 

mere equivocal analogy is the recognition that God is ‘ground of being’ and should be 

known by man as his “ultimate concern.”267  Much is criticized and rejected by him as 

not being propositions that deal with the object worthy of ultimate concern. This 

existentially revamps Schleiermacher’s essence of religion, popularized by Annie Dillard 

as ‘Holy the firm.’  For Tillich, Jesus showed us the way of ultimate dependence by 

giving Himself on the cross.  In this transparent move He can not be transcended, which 

is what Tillich meant by the second coming of Christ. This orientation reflects his 

commitment to expanding the envelope for theological studies.  Or as he described it, to 

be the theologian on the boundaries of the discipline.  However, theology positions itself 

within the contents of the Christian faith and correlates it to our existential situation.  

Thus it is not ignorant of tradition.  However, when tradition becomes dogmatics for him, 

it is “the doctrinal tradition for our present situation.”268  In fact, the way theology 
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warrants itself as the theology is to position itself in the tension between the absolutely 

concrete and the absolutely universal.  He criticizes priestly and prophetic theologies 

(like the reformers, Biblical theologians and evangelicals) as being too concrete.  

Furthermore, he criticizes mystical and metaphysical theologies (like Orthodoxy, Roman 

Catholic, and evangelicals) as being too universal, because they lack concreteness.  So for 

him the existentially paradoxical tension in theology, yet still held to by a group, is the 

goal which is universally concrete and absolutely universal.  Examples of this kind of 

tension force us into the trinity issues, like “divine Logos become flesh,” or “Being in 

Christ.”   

 Ricoeur embraced post-structuralism (such as Freud, Marx, and narrative 

analysis) as a tool of criticism to skeptically keep the inappropriate tradition from being 

read onto the text.269  With one’s house swept clean sufficiently, he advocates an 

existential reading of the text which lets the symbol and metaphor in the text vividly 

impact us so that we would consider our existential condition and the possibilities that 

could come to us in the midst of this condition.  This sensitivity to textual symbolism 

opens us up to an increased ability to recover the vividness of the story for Hans Frei’s 

narrative theology.270  Though narrative theology has a broad representation from reader 

response to Lindbeck’s post-liberal neo-orthodoxy to conservative vivid narrative of 

                                                 
269 Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Fort Worth: The Texas 
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McClendon’s biographical theology,271 all of narrative theology’s advocates participate in 

some form of the existential approach of reading the narrative text.   

 Others, like David Tracy, develop hybrid configurations from existential reading 

with some other aspect of this correlating existential theology.272  Tracy extended 

Tillich’s model of correlation and Ricoeur’s aesthetic hermeneutic into a new generation 

of existential hermeneutical thought.  So, tradition becomes the pre-understandings for 

textual meaning as it is personally appropriated by the interpreter as he reads the text.273   

With the emphasis of the twentieth century on framing a theology that 

authentically fits community in situation, there has been a great rise of liberation 

theologies and contextually indigenous theologies.  Rooted in the liberalizing views of 

American antislavery movement and the women’s rights movement, these existentially 

connected theologies began to grow.  For example, the preaching of Henry Ward Beecher 

against the ownership or diminishment of any person for: race, color, or gender stirred 

many in America to see the equality of persons.274  Of course, many others joined in these 

causes for equality of: race, color, gender, right to vote, trade unions for safety and a 

living wage, and temperance.  In due course, liberation theologies emerged during the 

1960’s and 70’s, which were merely another stage of this sensitizing and taking 

ownership for their own futures.  Liberation theology tries to raise conscious awareness 

to the plight of those who feel oppressed to help mobilize them to a confident praxis that 

God is on their side to throw off the oppression.   
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This existential emphasis fostered an indigenous authenticity.  First, the late 

1980’s saw a more indigenous turn in the spirituality of a number of these liberation 

theologies.  Secondly, the broader thrust within the third world theologies since the 

1970’s was indigenous theology.  Beginning with Minjung of Korea, the African 

Independent Church Movement and Waterbuffalo theology, the theologies have 

continued to proliferate fitted to their own situations and concepts.  So this new 

millennium began with a range of post-modern theologies continuing to emerge and 

fragment Christendom into a Balkinized conglomeration of Christianities.  I think that 

this indigenization tends to Balkanize Christianity and will continue to do so.   

I think the primary response that I see each theological camp making tends to 

draw their own camps into their own confessional traditions and insist that we keep the 

faith.  This is a post-modern strategy which will keep us post-modern, and diminish 

engagement and understanding with each other. The only resolution to this is creative 

engagement as we call each other to truth with expressions of love.  Such a loving 

approach takes time and effort.  However, we may not love each other enough for that to 

occur.  We may not want to risk our reputations enough to be associated with those we 

consider to be sinners, even though Jesus did.  However, we may just be lazy and 

unconcerned enough to live as post-moderns while we claim in our communities that we 

are otherwise.  Furthermore, science does not seem to be fostered by this method of 

choice, but existentialism tends to reduce intuitional approaches to that of aesthetic 

choice.  So in our day, romantic or inferential intuitions of Evolution or Intelligent 

Design may reduce within existentialism to be merely existential choice of whatever the 

believer would prefer.  Such an existentialist process resists nuanced engagement with a 
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scientist who differs in overarching aesthetic, setting up a Kuhnian aesthetic strategy for 

worldview or paradigm change. 

 

Marxism 

 Fusing Fichte’s view of Hegel, with romanticism and realism, begets the 

revolutionary Marx, a critical rigor to spur these liberation theologies to their hoped 

future.  His statement engraved on his monument in Heidsgate Cemetery sums up his 

passion, “The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is, 

to change it.”275  Such change, for him, begins with sensitizing the common man to their 

condition of alienation, as he wrote in the Paris manuscripts. 

 The worker is related to the product of his labor as to an alien object.  The object 
 he produces does not belong to him, dominates him, and only serves in the long 
 run to increase his poverty.  Alienation appears not only in the result, but also in 
 the process of production and productive activity itself.  The worker is not home 
 in his work which he views only as a means of satisfying other needs.  It is an 
 activity directed against himself, that is independent of him and does not belong 
 to him.  Thirdly, alienated labor succeeds in alienating man from his species.  
 Species life, productive life, life creating life, turns into a mere means of 
 sustaining the worker’s individual existence, and man is alienated from his fellow 
 men.  Finally, nature itself is alienated from man, who thus loses his own 
 inorganic body.276 
 
As a result of this analysis he sees that the world must fall apart into class struggle. 

 The worker is degraded to the most miserable sort of commodity; that the misery 
 of the worker is in inverse proportion to the power and size of his production; that 
 the necessary result of competition is the accumulation of capital in a few hands, 
 and thus a more terrible restoration of monopoly; and that between peasant and 
 industrial worker disappears and the whole society must fall apart into the two 
 classes of the property owners and the propertyless workers.277 
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Marx sees that the solution to this pillage of capitalism is the affirmation and protection 

of communism.  This communism is what he envisages as a truly human society. 

 Supposing that we had produced in a human manner; each of us would in his 
 production have doubly affirmed himself and his fellow men.  I would have: 1) 
 objectified in my production my individuality and its peculiarity and thus both in 
 my activity enjoyed an individual expression of my life and also in looking at the 
 object have had the pleasure of realizing that my personality was objective, 
 visible to the senses and thus a power raised beyond all doubt.  2) In your 
 enjoyment or use of my product I would have had the direct enjoyment of 
 realizing that I had both satisfied a human need by my work and also objectified 
 the human essence and therefore fashioned for another human being the object 
 that met his need.  3) I would have been for you the mediator between you and the 
 species and thus been acknowledged and felt by you as a completion of your own 
 essence and a necessary part of yourself and have thus realized that I am 
 confirmed both in your thought and in your love.  4) In my expression of my life I 
 would have fashioned your expression of your life, and thus in my activity have 
 realized my own essence, my human, my communal essence.278 
  
 Such a communal Marxist framework is embraced by some of the Liberationist 

theologians, and then expanded beyond the economic concern to issues of race, ethnicity 

and gender.  For example, Gustavo Gutierrez claims that it is especially Marxist 

“focusing on praxis and geared to the transformation of the world” that serves as a 

fruitful confrontation to drive theology to its own sources to begin “to reflect on the 

meaning of transformation of this world and the action of man in history.”279  Those 

benefited by this reflection are especially the oppressed who have adapted to the structure 

of domination in which they are immersed and have become resigned to it.  Perhaps the 

first task is to help the oppressed become motivated for waging the struggle for freedom.  

James Cone agrees and points out with Marx that part of understanding of freedom is the 

experience of liberating activity. 

 It is not difficult for the oppressed to understand the meaning of freedom.  They 
 are forced by the very nature of their condition to interpret their existence in the 
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 world contrary to the value-structures of the oppressive society.   For the 
 oppressed, to be is to be in revolt against the forces that impede the creation of the 
 new Man.  That is what Karl Marx has in mind in his definition of man as praxis 
 which means “directed activity.”  Praxis expresses man’s freedom.  “Freedom,” 
 writes Marx, “is the essence of man.”  It “is not something outside one who freely 

 is, it is the specific mode or structure of being,” and inherent in it is action.  Marx  
 says: “The coincidence of the changing circumstances and of human activity can 
 be conceived and rationally understood only as revolutionizing practice (praxis).”  
 Here he shows the inseparable relationship of freedom and liberation activity.280   
 
This liberating activity is especially enabled by reminding the oppressed that God is 

present in history to work for the purposes of liberation.   Praxis is the emphasis; 

whatever one does which transforms the world into the desired goal is a pragmatic 

approach to theology.  In this, action is supreme over reflection.  Marxism tries to raise 

the aspiration of the oppressed and help motivate them to take responsibility for their 

destiny.  Going beyond Marxism, Liberation theology also tries to motivate them from 

the root of oppression by faith into a communion with God and with all men.  Often the 

role of prophet motivates a pastor to call down the sins that hinder the community and to 

chart a trajectory toward the kingdom which removes all of these problems.  Within the 

context of Christian theology there can be even greater hope that a new man may be 

created in salvation.  So that the goal is not an external fix for economic or racial 

injustice, but the transformation of oppressor and oppressed alike into a people affirming 

orientation for each other’s edification and welfare.   

 The fact that a liberation theology has been successful to oust apartheid and work 

for healing and self-governance in South Africa, shows the kind of Christian sensitivities 

that liberation theology might wish to work toward.281  The resolution in the “Truth and 
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Reconciliation Commission” is tantalizing in its ability to honestly hear the stories of 

abuse and crushed lives, and enable forgiveness to be obtained for the oppressors.  With 

its successful completion after seven years running, they have also recommended 

reparations to the crushed of about $4000 for each to aid in this reconciliation.282  The 

reparations can never repay for the oppression and loss, but no government can pay the 

actual cost.  So part of practicality is to raise up institutions that will not repeat such 

oppression.  Another part of reconciliation is the comfort that the oppressed could 

achieve by telling their story, but now they need to existentially choose to define 

themselves by something other than “victim.”  Hopefully they will choose forgiveness.  

This reconciliation is still in process but it is one for which to watch.  It is certainly 

negotiating its way through the dicey issues of exclusion better than most others have 

done.  In contrast, most expressions of liberation theology achieve more modest goals for 

localized communities as they continue to wrestle with the tensions of living within a 

hostile environment. 

 Marxist history focuses too exclusively on economic and political causation.  

Likewise, Marxist methods of science focus on how power is wielded to resist paradigm 

change or to encourage paradigm change.  For example, Marxism would analyze whether 

there are sufficient politicians, judges and populous to permit Intelligent Design to be 

taught as a rival scientific theory along with evolution in the public schools.  While these 

sociological aspects are part of the corporate transformation process, hopefully each 

discipline can approach their endeavor honestly questing for where the epistemic 

evidence provides warrant.  I think that it is more helpful to analyze paradigm change by 
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appeals to scientific data rather than through the lens of political and sociological 

commitments.  

 

Pragmatism 

 Pragmatism is associated with truth as determined in so far as it works.  However, 

there are varieties of pragmatism and a range of issues into which it is appropriated.  

However, all the levels of pragmatism are revolutionarily activism which believes 

conceptual frameworks can be developed and replaced by better ones.  The approach is 

conceptually active in that we demolish and create our conceptual frameworks.  Within 

this approach decisions may lead astray but it is the price of the possibility of progress. 

  The founder of pragmatism, Charles Peirce explains his form of pragmatism as 

follows: “In order to ascertain the meaning of an intellectual conception one should 

consider what practical consequences might conceivably result by necessity from the 

truth of that conception; and the sum of these consequences will constitute the entire 

meaning of the conception.”283  He is trying to describe a methodology available for 

modern sciences.  He could also be viewed as bridging the Kantian gap by providing a 

means by which the phenomena provided by empiricism can be checked by reality itself.  

He is also reacting against the positivist’s strictured preoccupation with the process of 

verification.  One aspect of his view could be stated as follows: within one’s immediate 

sense awareness, impressions can be verified by testing proposals with regard to “the 

thing in itself” beneath the sense awareness.  So this approach positions itself against 
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naïve realism on the one hand and idealism on the other.  Pierce’s pragmatism thwarts 

Kantian dualism by bridging the Kantian gap by testing the “thing in itself” as the “thing 

as it appears.”  According to Peirce, the most rational way to determine beliefs is to test 

them fairly but rigorously and repeatedly in an intellectual community, with reference to 

broadly observable results.  Peirce floated this methodology with the sciences directly in 

view. 

 One theologian developing this approach at length is Alister McGrath.  He often 

presents it as an empirically based pragmatic realism or when he adds mathematical 

derivation to it, he calls this method, critical realism.284  He sees that empirically based 

pragmatism is the foundation for this realism in the natural sciences.285    He then justifies 

this realism as against conventionalist approaches, which would be either anti-realist, 

theory dependent, or indebted to James’ pragmatism.  He develops a critical realism that 

engages the world at a variety of levels, each evaluated for its clarity and predictability.   

He extends this scientific method to theology as an attempt to ground theology as a 

scientific discipline with a critical realist methodology.  His view will be discussed more 

fully under the heading of critical realism. 

 Others like William James and John Dewey expanded Peirce’s range of 

application.  Peirce did not approve of James and Dewey’s extensions so that Peirce tried 

to make his theory a little more superficially unattractive by changing the name from 

“pragmatism” to “pragmaticism.” 
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 William James describes his approach as a radical empiricism.  Expanding into 

issues like Pascal’s wager, James makes a nice statement of his version of pragmatism in 

his document, “The Will to Believe.”286   It can be summarized as: after reasonable 

diligence, when the evidence is inconclusive, one is morally obligated to choose the live 

and forced option that provides the possibility of the greatest gain.  The kind of evidence 

that he is looking at is largely empirical and testimony, like that available in his 

Principles of Psychology and Varieties of Religious Experience.
287  The term “live” 

means that the option is available.  Whereas, the term “forced” means that the decision 

renders one in or out of the option; like marriage: you are either married or you are not.  

That is, there is no synthesis of both options.  Additionally, the “greatest gain” is 

evaluated by James in a communal perspective similar to that of John Stuart Mill’s 

utilitarian principle, “the greatest good for the greatest number.”  So as a method it 

prompts faith to act in these inconclusive areas of life toward the greatest communal gain.   

James presented his view as an explanation for why Pascal’s wager motivates 

belief in God and Christ.288  Presented with the option that if one believes in Christ she 

has the possibility of everlasting benefit and if one does not believe all one has is this life 

with its good and bad, the possibility of everlasting benefit should motivate a person to 

believe in Christ to realize such a greatest gain as Christ’s kingdom.  Of course, such a 

perspective might also have a similar draw to woo any adherent from a worldview with 

inconclusive eschatology to embrace the nearest live exclusive eschatology (even if it is 
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Islam).  In such a Jamesian pragmatic approach decisions may lead astray but it is the 

price of the possibility of progress.   

If one would let a conservative Biblical creation account and ethic determine: 1) 

the evidence permitted and 2) the criteria of evaluating this evidence, then James’ 

pragmatism is a good description of the conservative approach for evangelical decision 

making floated by Gary Friesen in Decision Making and the Will of God: A Biblical 

Alternative to the Traditional View.
289  However, Friesen shows no evidence of 

dependence on James for his way of wisdom, he merely expresses a conservative 

evangelical form of what could be called James’ Pragmatism.  Rarely is James’ 

pragmatism held to its possibilities by such a thoroughly informed Biblicism. 

 John Dewey expanded pragmatism into an ethical approach called 

instrumentalism.  Each problem situation is unique and unrepeatable, but the goal is to 

react in a manner that crafts a resolution to the problem in such a way as to change the 

environment so that it is no longer hampered by that problem.  This removes the spectator 

from knowledge and places the person who works for change into the knowing position 

with “whatever works” becoming the new knowledge.290  However, Dewey is careful to 

point out that truth as utility is not intended to identify with “some personal end, some 

profit upon which a particular individual has set his heart.”291  So, instrumentalism does 

not deny the objectivity of truth by making it relative to an individual’s whims.  Rather, 

all statements, practices and beliefs are revisable.  Any revision should be done to resolve 

                                                 
289 Gary Friesen, Decision Making and the Will of God: A Biblical Alternative to the Traditional View 
(Portland: Multnomah Press, 1980). 
290 John Dewey, Reconstruction in Philosophy (New York: H. Holt & Co., 1920), p. 156. 
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problems that emerge, and thus transforming the situation beyond that problem to 

hopefully a harmonious resolution.   

 Within this framework, Quine proposes a belief system as a web or a net.292 

 Nancey Murphy nicely summarizes his model with its ability to bring about pragmatic 

resolution. 

 Beliefs that are most likely to be given up in the face of recalcitrant experience  
 are nearer the center.  These latter beliefs less subject to revision not only because 
 they are further from experience, but also because they are interconnected with 
 more elements in the rest of the system.  When experience necessitates some 
 change in the meanings of some terms, revising theories, or even, Quine hazards, 
 revising logic.  The decision among these possibilities will in the end be 
 pragmatic-how best to restore consistency with the least disturbance to the system 
 as a whole.”293 
 
 Perhaps a theological expression of this Dewey-Quine kind of pragmatism can be 

seen in liberation theology’s attempt to solve the problem of oppression.  In the South 

Africa situation, liberation theology can continue to grow beyond the initial reaction to 

the condition of oppression.  Whereas, other conditions in which this oppressive tension 

have not been resolved probably will define their base communities by a prolonged 

inclination against the oppressive power.    

 The American rejection of the value of class disconnected their practice of 

religion from the preference of kings to that of a capitalistic marketing based arena in 

which each entrepreneur within religion would demonstrate his worth by the extent of a 

following that he could attract around himself.  That is, America religion was immersed 

into an arena of pragmatic populism, in which unpopularity became among the gravest of 

sins.  Robert Bellah’s sociological team assessed that Americans are on average 

especially pragmatic in an individual manner, looking out for the welfare of “me and 

                                                 
292 W. V. O. Quine and J. S. Ullian, The Web of Belief (New York: Random House, 1979). 
293 Nancey Murphy, Theology in the Age of Scientific Reasoning, p. 8. 



 117

mine.”294  Within this, Alister McGrath, David Wells, Os Guinness, and Robbert E. 

Webber identify that American evangelicalism is strongly pragmatic.295  McGrath and 

Wells bemoan the dumbing down of Evangelicalism and the loss of theological thinking 

that this condition has caused, as evangelicalism continues to proliferate and spread its 

web to influence decision makers in our country.  Whereas, Webber especially sees this 

pragmatism in an era of the leadership of evangelicalism from 1975 to 2000.  He 

describes this leadership style as that of a managerial model with the business emphasis 

of a C.E.O.  He characterizes this era as pragmatic in the market targeting ministry style 

and need driven social action.  The praise choruses that gain popularity on Christian radio 

wind their way into our church services as an expression of our pragmatic populism.  For 

example, Bruce Wilkinson’s The Prayer of Jabez has provided a pragmatic rallying cry 

for our more capitalistic oriented culture.296  1 Chronicles 4:9 indicates that Jabez was a 

righteous man under the Mosaic Covenant and asking for Covenantal blessing of 

possession of part of the land of Israel, which is appropriate under the Mosaic Covenant 

(Deut. 28:11).  However, when Americans, who are not under such a Mosaic Covenant, 

pray such a prayer, without reference to Biblical texts promising what we ask in their 

contexts, it can become a baptized talisman for our capitalistic culture.  In this, we abuse 

the Bible by co-opting it for our capitalistic ends.  Such a syncretized version of 

Evangelicalism shows its indebtedness to pragmatic capitalism.  Such an unbridled 
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approach also leaves us wide open to going into adventures that God does not support.  

For example, Wilkinson’s quitting the African AIDS crusade in 2006 shows that some 

problems are too large and intractable for our efforts and resources, no matter how 

fervently we evangelicals pray the prayer of Jabez.297  

 I think that these examples show that John Dewey’s instrumentalism is a bit too 

unbounded, except in non-moral issues like how to arrange a cataloging system for a 

library.  That is, whether Bryan College uses the Library of Congress or Thomas 

Dewey’s Dewey decimal system or some other arrangement seems to be dependant upon 

which cataloging system serves the best interests of a library and their patrons.  A small 

liberal arts college like Bryan often finds that the Dewey decimal system handles our 

holdings best.  Such a non-moral use of John Dewey’s pragmatism to me seems perfectly 

appropriate.      

 Scientific expressions of Peircian pragmatism (or even better the hybrid of critical 

realism, with its empiricism, pragmatism and mathematical derivation) can be seen in 

Einstein’s relativity concepts and Bohr’s quantum physics.  For example, let me paint the 

picture of Einsteinian relativity and show how the Frisch/Smith experiment pragmatically 

verified it and again with contemporary GPS atomic clocks pragmatically verifying 

Einstein’s theories.  In 1905 Albert Einstein set forth his theory of relativity, once the 

speed of light was held to be a constant.  Coming through the lens of the 1887 Michelson-

Morley derivation and experiment, time is seen as in relationship for any one thing.  Time 

is not an absolute (as in either Augustinian mind of God or Newtonian framework in 

                                                 
297 Timothy C. Morgan, “Mr Jabez goes to Africa: Bruce Wilkinson expands his borders to include racial 
reconciliation and HIV/AIDS.” Christianity Today 47:11(2003): 45–50; “Jabez author quits Africa: 
disappointments prompt early retirement.” Christianity Today 50:2(2006):76. 
 



 119

which everything experiences the same sequence simultaneously) or a Kantian 

phenomenalogical grid for perception (in which sequence merely becomes a mental 

category not descriptive of reality) but an Einstinian metaphysical relationship of a 

thing’s experience in relationship to another’s experience.  For example, Einstein’s time 

dilation is relative to the velocity at which any object moves in relationship to another as 

expressed through the equation: an object’s relativistic time equals observed time divided 

by the square root of {1-(velocity squared divided by the speed of light squared)}.  This 

makes time a fourth dimension along with the three spatial dimensions.  Likewise, an 

object’s experience in these four dimensions and its mass are affected by the velocity of 

the object in relationship to another to which it is referenced, as expressed by the dilation 

equations.  This special theory of relativity was modified in 1915 into the general theory 

of relativity, where time is also slowed down by gravity, and the measurement of space is 

altered by a gravitational field.  The theoretical time dilation was experimentally verified 

by the MIT physicists Frisch and Smith in 1961 when they showed that the mu-mesons 

(small particles found in the atmosphere and outer space) that were being stopped at sea 

level had their time slowed down by the longer experience at a velocity near the speed of 

light as compared to the time of the earth observers or the time of the mu-mesons which 

were stopped and held relatively stationary in a cloud chamber on the top of Mt. 

Washington.298  The mu-mesons which traveled faster for longer then survived longer, 

verifying the Einstinian expectation that the mathematical derivation of time dilation had 

predicted.  Additionally, the relativistic time dilation was further confirmed 

experimentally through the time dilation in atomic clocks within GPS satellites, which 
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must be corrected 38 microseconds per day to yield correct GPS data.299  These 

verifications indicate that time is in fact a metaphysical reality for anything in 

relationship to another.  In this way time can be thought as a local metaphysical 

sequence.  Anything that has an experience of sequence is then in its own time.  

Likewise, anything that is related to the experience is then also in its own time as well.  

Which has the theological implication that God experiences time from all locations 

simultaneously and everlastingly, once He began to experience His creation.  I discuss 

theological implications of this at greater detail elsewhere.300  However, one consequence 

for the present relationship of philosophy and science is a further defeating of Kant’s 

dualism by cognitively bridging the “thing as it appears” to the “thing in itself” utilizing 

Einstein’s time dilation equation.    

 Quantum theory considers that light and electrons are both waves and particles.  

Let me paint the context of quantum theory and again show how experiments (by 

Davisson/Germer and Afshar) pragmatically verify it.  In the wake of Newton’s prism 

experiments, Huygens and Hooke concluded that light was composed of waves.  In 1901 

Edington observed the particle nature of light attracted by gravity during an eclipse, 

showing further that there did not need to be an appeal to an ether medium in space 

through which light waves travel.  Experimental verification of de Broglie’s wave nature 

of an electron was provided in 1926 by Davisson and Germer as they scattered low 

energy electrons off the surface of a metal crystal.  The wave nature of both light and 

electrons can be compared as they pass through a two slit test showing a similar 

interference pattern.  Plus the particle nature of an electron is indicated by the sensors of 
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microscopic particles.  In 2004, the research of Rowan University visiting research 

professor of Physics and Astronomy, Shaniar Afshar, showed that light is both particle 

and wave simultaneously.301  Warranting a more blatant critical realist quantum view, 

Afshar demonstrated that light remains wavelike in the middle of a test that normally 

(and does so here as well) shows light to be particle.  This experiment by Afshar, 

showing light to be simultaneously wave and particle in nature, was confirmed by John 

Cramer of the University of Washington. 

 The particle nature of electron and quark has raised intriguing issues wrongly 

appealed to by some philosophers to present libertarian free will in philosophy and 

relativism in ethics.  Neither Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, nor Schrödinger’s wave 

equations address libertarianism or ethical relativism.  Until quantum mechanics greater 

precision merely required improved instruments.  Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle 

indicates that there is a limit to testing location and velocity of microscopic particles at 

the same time.  To identify the location of a microscopic particle one must repeatedly 

bombard it with other microscopic particles and triangulate the ricochet read off the 

sensors, but each bump changes the tested particle’s velocity.  To find out the 

microscopic particle’s velocity, one needs to hit the particle once and then compute what 

the velocity must be based on the starting and richcheted velocity of the testing particle, 

but now we don’t know where the tested particle is.  That is, there are limits to testing 

both location and velocity of microscopic particles.  Additionally, the analysis of 

Schrödinger’s wave equations for describing the probable distribution of wave electrons 

within an electron cloud indicate probability of their real locations, not the simultaneity 
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of locations of an electron wave, no matter how odd it might be to illustrate the 

phenomena by consider multiple locations of a cat, or the oddity of picking up space 

stranded astronauts in A Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy with an infinite probability 

drive.  So these features of quantum are exploring the limits of testability for microscopic 

particles, not providing fodder for libertarianian philosophy or relativistic ethics. 

 

Process 

 As a mathematician, Alfred North Whitehead became fascinated with the 

philosophy of science and especially with metaphysics informed by relativity.  The 

Newtonian worldview was superceeded by Einsteinian and quantum when the concept of 

“ether” in space was abandoned and light was gravitationally attracted to bodies of mass.  

Whitehead fuses these rival theories permitting relativity to govern the nature of time and 

perception and quantum to govern the metaphysics of an experiential occasion.   

 In reaction to the Scopes trial in 1925, Whitehead floated the introductory 

framework for process philosophy as the Lowell lectures at Harvard,302 but the full 

statement was presented as the Gifford lectures in 1929.303  Whitehead assumes a post-

Kantian phenomenalistic idealism so that the only reality is occasions, which occur as 

microscopic experiences in a moment of a Humean occasionalism and with an 

Einsteinian relativity as to time and space relationships.  An “occasion” is a pragmatic (in 

Dewey’s sense) growing together of a momentary microscopic phenomenal concrete 

experience (concrescence of prehension) and thus the basic building block of everything.  

However, such a microscopic personalness is largely rejected by relativity and quantum 
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physics, so it is a philosophical imposition not supported by the science.  After the 

moment has its occasion it gives its free will contribution (superject) for the next 

generation of occasions.  Simultaneous to this microscopic phenomenal experience is a 

Platonic idealism of sorts which is how Whitehead envisions God.  The transcendental 

primordial nature of God houses all possibilities that could be realized and the 

evolutionary creative thrust to woo toward these pure possibilities.  Whereas, in the 

imminent consequent nature of God, the superject is compared with the next possibility to 

lure it with an initial impetus toward the subjective aim of God.  However, the occasion 

apprehends itself in a libertarian way, often thwarting God.  This experience of the 

consequential nature of God with the superject has left a lasting legacy in the evolving 

mind of God.  If the creation is considered macroscopically, it is a misplaced 

concreteness that is phenomenally evolving as the occasions decide.  As the universe 

evolves, so does the consequent nature of God.  Such a becoming of God was attractive 

for some as a Hegelian synthesis to the rival views of “God exists” and “God is dead” 

being voiced in the early 1960’s.  Such an evolutionary perspective of God and reality 

provides an apologetic for religion to evolve as well, and Whitehead said so in reaction to 

the Scopes Trial.304   However, in a Whiteheadian process model there is no goal for the 

universe, just an aimless ramble through the chess moves of all the occasions and the 

master chessman God playing a trillion games at once.  However, the freewill of the 

occasions decides the outcome, for God can only persuade.  Such a framework maintains 

evil within the creation (as evident by the death of each occasion and the lack of 

resolution) and within God’s consequent nature (as God’s omniscient memory of the 

past), while the consequent nature is claimed to work toward an evolutionary solution, 
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trying to pragmatically remedy the problem of evil.  Is the future for the occasions to 

decide? 

 This evolutionary process view of reality and God was first made more palatable 

to some Christians by Marie Joseph Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, who approached the 

subject from the context of biology and paleontology.  He reasoned that if Christianity is 

to win allegiance of the modern world then it needs to be reconceptualized in line with 

the most advanced knowledge, namely evolutionary oriented science.305  Reality, for him, 

is a temporal process operating under the dynamic and direction of evolution.  At critical 

points reality makes major breakthroughs into phases of pre-life, life, and consciousness.  

He was encouraged toward this evolution of humanity by his involvement in the 

discoveries of Peking man and Pithecanthropus.  Teilhard considered the final goal of 

evolution is Christ, which “omega point” means that all mater and energy is becoming as 

Christ now is.  This pursuit of the next step is necessary because Teilhard felt entropy 

indicates that we will run out of available energy and if we do not evolve beyond 

ourselves then the earth will become hostile to us.  He sees this goal as realizable because 

Christ is the evolutionary immanent God, continuing to create and synthesize everything 

into his transforming self.  Is everything meandering toward being like Christ? 

 

Conventional Post-Modern 

 “Post-modern” as a term emerged first in critiquing modern architecture in the 

1890’s.  Then it moved to describe a range of emerging existential views including: 
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Fyodor Dostoevsky’s voice through Ivan Karamazov306 and Friedrich Nietzsche’s 

philosophy.  In this view, whatever we choose to authentically fit ourselves is permitted 

provided you have the will and the power to pull it off.  The first philosophical appraisal I 

have found that critiques this existential post-modernism is that by Bernard Bell, who in 

1926 argued that there were resources for truth in modern epistemology that warrant our 

truth claims without reducing things essentially to choice.307  However, I have already 

largely connected the dots for this form of post-modernity under the heading of 

“existentialism.” 

 The emergence of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s functional approach to language in 

1947 is hailed as the watershed for the conventional form of post-modernism. 

 There are countless kinds: countless different kinds of use of what we call 
 “symbols,” “words,” “sentences.”  And this multiplicity is not something fixed, 
 given once for all; but new types of language, new language-games, as we may 
 say, come into existence, and others become obsolete and get forgotten.308  
 
Each game has its form of life and its rules, which contextualize it so that it makes sense.  

Like the word “run” that is ambiguous until I identify whether I am describing baseball, 

or a stocking, or a race, or plumbing, or my car to my mechanic.  Likewise, the 

theological language needs to be contextualized to Mormonism, or Calvinism, or more 

radically: John Milbank’s “The Midwinter Sacrifice,”309 or feminism, or liberation 

theology, or Mark Taylor’s Erring.
310    
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 Karl Popper identified that science has its status not because it is falsifiable but 

that it sufficiently plays the game of science.311  Popper’s “methodological falsification” 

is that conventional statements are contextual (not universal) as they are formed by 

agreement about some of the facts.  Popper’s basic data reports of repeatable experiments 

and what those in the discipline are willing to grant, rather than the philosopher’s sense of 

data.  The logical and empirical data prompt scientists in a context to discard and found 

theories that obtain some conventional agreement.  Popper’s metaphor has pilings driven 

into the swamp to move science forward. 

 The empirical basis of objective science has nothing ‘absolute’ about it.  Science 
 does not rest upon solid bedrock.  The bold structure of its theories rises, as it 
 were, above the swamp.  It is like a building erected on piles.  The piles are driven 
 down from above into the swamp, but not down to any natural or ‘given’ base; 
 and if we stop driving the piles deeper, it is not because we have reached firm 
 ground.  We simply stop when we are satisfied that the piles are firm enough to 
 carry the structure, at least for the time being.312   
 
Such a subjective swamp metaphor is shocking to an engineer because structures without 

sufficient support topple in time.  However, “pilings in a swamp” does describe the 

communal subjectivity present within post-modern theology and science.  Additionally, 

in the same manner as a southern Louisiana highway might be really supported for 

sufficient time by pilings driven into the bayou, Popper reasons that a community’s 

subjective commitments might float an anti-realist theory or worldview.  However, the 

highway is testable through the Peircian pragmatic test of it continuing to stand while the 

traffic lumbers across it, but Popper’s approach diminishes warrant in science such that 
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any presuppositional worldview could be integrated or fused with it, for it functions on 

the level of existential communal commitments or a communal implementation of 

Dewey’s pragmatism.  In this Leonard Brand considers that scientific consensus could be 

produced by the philosophical and sociological commitments, such as supernaturalism or 

anti-supernaturalism as a philosophical commitment.313  In this subjectivity, Popper 

would want to moderate our shock some by encouraging us that a theory needs to stick its 

neck out and be testable to some extent.  However, in such an approach if scientists 

attempt to falsify strongly accepted theories they will be written off as kooks and 

annoyances.  In Popper’s view decisions may lead astray, which is the price for the 

possibility of progress.  How long will our theologies contribute meaningfully as our 

communities change?  Is their warrant provided by more than community acceptance?  

Do our theologies stick their necks out in some form of testability? 

 Thomas Kuhn explores how subsequent scientific theories combine the language 

game of a paradigm with observations.314  Kuhn’s philosophy replaces foundationalism, 

and Popper’s communal methodological falsification with a holistic view of science.  The 

data are partially determined by the paradigm that they support.  The paradigm and the 

data must be accepted as a whole upon criteria like empirical fit and simplicity.  We have 

seen throughout this paper that when theological or philosophical observations didn’t fit 

the theory, that this data told against the paradigm.  So the data was not completely 

paradigm dependant but both could be evaluated from either within or beyond the 

paradigm.  When a paradigm was trying to drag sufficient weight that didn’t fit toward its 

goal the paradigm became overwhelmed.  As Duhem counseled, a theory would then 
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crumble under the weight of continual repairs and entanglements.315  After a few failed 

downs, the community would start to shift its trust to another paradigm which could 

deliver more effectively in that area of understanding and theology.  However, this 

Kuhnian approach is also critiqued for over-simplistically treating theories as ‘normal’ 

science which dominate the discipline.316  There is broad agreement that rival theories vie 

for a discipline’s adherence, even when a community may largely embrace a particular 

model.  In such situations, Lakatos explains that clashes between theories are merely 

inconsistencies not falsifications.317  As mentioned before, if scientists attempt to falsify 

strongly accepted theories they will be written off as kooks and annoyances.  Such a 

condition within Kuhnianism would set up post-modern rival conventional communities 

that are not heard by the other community, even if they try to communicate.  In science 

this could be seen in the way in which two rival aesthetic programs inoculate adherents in 

considering alternatives, as in the evolution and Intelligent Design debate. 

 Stanley Grenz develops that the frame of reference to this post-modern 

theological approach is the community, especially that of a local church.318   Such a 

community remembers and hopes, thus defining its view between these for now.  

 The role of a group as a community of reference is connected with its ability to 
 forge a link to both the past and the future and thereby become what Josiah Royce 
 denotes a “community of memory” and a “community of hope.”319  A community 
 has a history; in fact, it is in an important sense constituted by that history, a 
 history that begins in the past and extends into the future.  This “constitutive 
 narrative” does not view time merely as a continuous flow of qualitatively 
 meaningless sensations.  Rather, in telling its story, a community punctuates the 
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 present-the day, the week, the season, the year-with a sense of the transcendent 
 and thereby presents time as a meaningful whole.320 
 
The constitutive narrative begins “with the primal events that called the community into 

being, and includes the crucial milestones that mark its subsequent trajectory…The act of 

reciting reconstitutes the community in the present as the contemporary embodiment of a 

communal tradition that spans the years.”321  However, the community also hopes for a 

future that motivates them toward what they consider would fully actualize. 

 The community history does not end in the past, but extends into the future.  As a 
 result, a community turns the gaze of its members toward the future, anticipating 
 the continuation of, and even the further development of the community.  Not 
 only does the community sense that it is moving toward an ideal that lies yet 
 before it, more importantly, it expectantly looks to the ideal or “eschatological” 
 future, when the purpose and goals-the telos-of the community will be fully 
 actualized.  This expectation of a glorious future serves as an ongoing admonition 
 to its members to embody the communal vision in the present.322 
 
 Grunlan and Mayers identify that each community has “rites of intensification” 

which function to “bring the community together, increase group solidarity, and reinforce 

commitment to the beliefs of the group.”323  So each community portrays its own distinct 

form of post-modernism.  With such far flung variety of post-modernism four will be 

sampled: Lindbeck’s cultural-linguistic model, Milbank’s radical orthodoxy, 

Vanhoozer’s canonical-linguistic drama, and Webber’s millennial generation. 

 George Lindbeck proposes in post-liberalism a “cultural-linguistic” model of 

religion.324  Religion defines a language and practice of a community in their self 

definition.  Hans Frei describes this as “Christian self-description,” not correlation with 
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universal “human, cultural quests for ultimate meaning.”325  So the practices and 

narratives define the communal perspective repeatedly as the community performs them 

within themselves, and thereby etches on the communal conscience who they are and 

how they belong to God.  For any community, their tradition becomes their own grammar 

within which the appropriate thought forms function.326  Such tradition as grammar 

becomes the necessary condition for cognition and experience to be expressed, 

interpreted, and understood. Within this perspective faithfulness to tradition is essential; 

though pioneering beyond what the tradition has expressed is permitted provided the new 

significance experienced is communally connected within the community’s self 

definition.  In this way tradition is both the essential language game and yet it does not 

make the community become an extinct fossil.   

 John Milbank calls into question the sociology of religion, and especially that of 

overated Marxism, to call the Christian community back to a radical orthodoxy.327  This 

radical orthodoxy is possible in the very arena of secularism because of secularism’s 

superficial relationship there.  Milbank’s team argues that we need to suspend the hold 

these disciplines have in order to press them into the Christian language game.328  Radical 

orthodoxy resituates these areas of secular dominance through a Christian perspective, in 

terms of Trinity, Christology, the Church and the Eucharist.  As these areas are recovered 

for Christianity, they are recovered phenomenally, for the Wittgensteinian move “refuses 
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to see them as essences lurking behind phenomena.”329  This Christian x-ray vision 

reframes the world from the inside out for Christian conceptuality and intimacy.  

However, it leaves the accessible world vacant except for our corporate experiences.  In 

this, there is no warrant for the unique things thought except the communal agreement of 

one’s own group and any who would existentially choose to join them. 

 Kevin Vanhoozer reframes theology in this post-modern arena as community 

tradition theo-drama, prompted by the Spirit.330  Such an approach views language as 

vividly dramatic (following Ricoeur and Hans Frei), and performative, especially in 

communal liturgy and dramatic acts.  So the emphasis is post-propositional with the 

whole life engaging the drama.  The parameters of theo-drama are established by the 

church’s communal tradition, through which its participants interpret the Bible.  Here 

Vanhoozer appreciates George Lindbeck’s sentiment “that the doctrinally significant 

aspect of religion resides not in propositional truths or in religious experiencees ‘but in 

the story it tells and in the grammar that informs the way the story is told and used.’”331  

Vanhoozer concludes, “What theology now describes is not the ‘final form’ of the text but 

the ‘form of life’ in which the biblical language games function as Scripture.”332  In this, 

tradition’s role in theology frees its participants to improvise within it.  Here Samuel 

Wells identifies that, “Improvisation is not about being spontaneous and witty in the 

moment, but about trusting oneself to do and say the obvious.”333  Vanhoozer appreciates 

this sentiment and calls for “creative fidelity” or “ruled spontaneity”; “The directions 
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drawn by Scripture’s normative specification of the theo-drama enable the church to 

improvise, as it were, with a script.”334  Thus theology is not so much a system but as 

Vanhoozer sees Kierkegaard encouraging, that is “faith seeks both theoretical and 

practical: a knowledge about the dramatic personae and the theo-drama; a lived 

knowledge of how to continue the theo-drama here and now.”335  As such, theology is not 

the individual isolation speech of Descartes (“I think therefore I am”) in monologue but 

to be a participant in dialogical action.  “To be a person is, in this dramatic perspective, 

to be a communicative agent who can enter into dialogical relationships with others.”336  

This form of theology works out and converses with others to enable both to enter into a 

more intimate and growing relationship in Christ.  While he protests that this approach 

does not reduce down to a communal tradition, as did George Lindbeck’s The Nature of 

Doctrine, I wonder if it doesn’t in fact do that with Vanhoozer’s strong commitment to 

the Reformed tradition and his confidence in “the illumination of the Holy Spirit” to 

subjectively interpret Scripture through the lens of that tradition.337  By connecting 

church tradition and the Divine inspired Bible closely and providing the subjectivity of 

interpreting the Bible by an illumination of the Spirit, Vanhoozer does not seem to permit 

a Biblically exegetical interpretive option that can stand outside of one’s tradition to 

critique or call the tradition beyond itself.  However, he wishes to critique Lindbeck of 

this problem and to distance himself from this problem by identifying that the theological 

map is first “canonical before it is communal.”338  That is, he wishes to preserve the 
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authority of the canon and only secondarily allow the postmodern community tradition to 

inform what the Bible says.  Vanhoozer tries to accomplish this through a canon-

Linguistic approach which funds “theological plenitude” and “theological diversity” such 

that competing Christian traditions are each funded provided: 1) the “two notions that 

occupy different conceptual systems are nevertheless compatible if neither negates the 

other,” and 2) this “nonreductive evangelical catholic orthodoxy…attempt[s] to preserve 

both the diversity and the integrity of a theological dialogue already canonized in 

Scripture.”339  What Vanhoozer has in mind is that each Biblical genre and each Biblical 

author contributes different compatible voices, and that there is a pastoral advantage to 

draw on these diverse theological voices to meet the needs of a particular congregation.  

“A belief or action is rational, on this view, to the extent that it ‘fits’ with one or more of 

the biblical maps.”340  For Vanhoozer, “Good theological judgment is largely, though not 

exclusively, a matter of being apprenticed to the canon: of having one’s capacity for 

judging (a capacity that involves imagination, reason, emotion, and volition alike) 

formed and transformed by the ensemble of canonical practices that constitute 

Scripture.”341
  

 Anthony Thiselton proposes to frame theology as a hermeneutical discipline, 

maintaining a coherent communal tradition via Wittgenstein’s language games, which set 

up Lindbeck’s socio-linguistic coherence with perhaps an appreciation for progressive 

development which Imre Lakatos and Nancey Murphy advocate.342  This approach 

appreciates the contributions from Biblical theology as a base but traditionally ranges 
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from there, rarely returning to check if the language game has changed as the tradition 

has developed.  As such the Bible is authoritative but ultimately understood as significant 

through a cultural lens of which views a community or church embraces.  This is even 

less an apprenticeship to what the Bible means in its context than Vanhoozer, but both 

ultimately place the approved community tradition to be more immediately relevant for 

identifying appropriateness of a community’s doctrine.  Which means Thiselton 

champions the role of developing polyphonic traditions to show historically where 

theology is to be valued and to foster the communal experience of the churches to find 

whatever statement that authentically resonates with their experience.  Such a polyphonic 

approach would fit within post-modernism in that he does not want to submit theology to 

foundational epistemology, but rather permits the community hermeneutic self-definition 

to be that which renders the view as appropriate.  Thiselton’s concern for rationality is 

primarily to clarify views as non-contradictory and thus coherent though growing 

traditions.  However, the communal experience identifies which view is appropriate to be 

maintained within whichever community that is being considered.  These views are clear 

rivals and can’t be maintained simultaneously by the same communities, but in separate 

communities they are simultaneously affirmed as appropriate.  If however, such views 

raise epistemic truth (as this chapter develops) then this post-modern strategy is not 

helpful in affirming traditional views that misunderstand some truth; this post-modern 

strategy is self-defeating.  Rival contradictory views cannot simultaneously be true at the 

same time and manner.  Doctrine does not primarily indicate “look who we are” as 

Thiselton maintains.343 
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Robert Webber believes that the Younger Evangelical leadership is emerging with 

a more post-modern congregational approach since around 2000.344  Raised by a post-

modern worldview of the Simpson’s and reality TV.  However, even more influential on 

them is their music, for it is preferred over all other media.345  They have replaced 

Descartes maxim of “I think therefore I am” with their own “ipod therefore I am.” 346  

These younger evangelicals find solace in a more community oriented epistemology and 

a more authentic embodiment in their spirituality.  Among the younger evangelicals there 

is an “epistemological shift” from a reason based theology to a more experience based 

faith “grounded in the whole person, in both body and mind.”347  In this there may be a 

greater appreciation for ambiguity.348  Such students are highly visual, appreciating the 

power of imagination and story that communicates.349  These younger evangelicals yearn 

to belong to a community and “crave genuine relationships and authentic friendships.”350  

So the communal conventions of their friends become a determining feature in defining 

what they claim to know.  There is an attraction to absolutes, not so much because they 

are demonstrated but because they are “loved and lived.”351  In this, there is an emphasis 

on “being real and authentic.”352  Webber presents these millenialists as more 

conservative than their predecessors; these “twenty-somethings desire a stable society, a 
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return to tradition.”353  James Penning and Corwin Smidt in Evangelicalism: The Next 

Generation provide the survey support to delineate such increased conservatism among 

millennial evangelical college students over the previous generation.354  Dale Dirksen and 

David Taylor concur that there is a more robust consciousness for tradition as a reaction 

to always living with rapid change and new stuff.355  However, among this group there is 

a greater commitment to multiculturalism and multigenerationism in community.356  For 

example, “thirty years ago only one in every 100 children born in the United States was 

of mixed race. Today the number is 1 in 19” and in some areas the number is “one in 

six.”357  This multiculturalism has lessened the millennialist’s commitment to a 

traditional hierarchical family and home, as it shifts toward complementariness.358  Also 

in transition is a slightly less animosity to homosexuality.359  Additionally, these 

millenialists have an increasing commitment to service.  For example, US News and 

World Report said that “about a quarter of all high school students today regularly 

perform community service, while an additional 40 percent do so occasionally.360  Is 

post-modernism the future of evangelicalism? 
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Critical Realism361  

 In reaction to these options in 1916, Roy Sellars proposed the view of “critical 

realism.”362  The view appreciates the empiricism of Locke and Newton and blends it 

with the mathematical rationalism of Descartes and Kepler and pragmatism of Peirce and 

James.363  This locates a critical realist’s view of reality within an epistemic dualism.364  

However, standing against idealism’s (like Plato, Berkley, Kant, and Process) and view’s 

dominated by passion (like romanticism, existentialism and other populist approaches), 

critical realism sees this real world and metaphysical beings as accessible to the human 

mind.  Sellars claimed, “Truth is, then, a reflective qualification of those ideas, beliefs, 

and judgments which we regard as giving us knowledge about some sphere of reality.”365  

He acknowledges that in this view, perception is subjective.366  However, as scientific 

realism this approach attempts to render the perception more precise.367  To accomplish 

this increased precision, pragmatism is utilized to check the perception.368  “Truth is thus 

accepted and tested knowledge.”369  Moreland and Craig summarize the core tenets of 

such a scientific realism:370  
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SR1: Scientific theories (in mature, developed sciences) are true or approximately 
true. 
 
SR2: The central observational and theoretical terms of a mature scientific theory 
genuinely refer to entities in the world.  These terms make existence claims. 
 
SR3: Given two rival theories, it is in principle possible to have good reasons for 
thinking which is more likely to be true or approximately true…conceptual 
relativism (what is rational for one person or group should not necessarily be so 
for another person or group since rationality itself is relative to a person, scientific 
community or theory) is false. 
 
SR4: A scientific theory will embody certain epistemic virtues (simplicity, clarity, 
an absence of internal and external conceptual problems, predictive success, 
empirical accuracy, scope of relevance, fruitfulness in guiding new research, 
utilization of appropriate ways of explaining things...). 
 
SR5: The aim of science is a literally true conception of the theory-independent 
external world. 
 

Thus an outstanding trademark for the critical realist approach is increased precision and 

warrant for the views that they articulate.   

 In the wake of Renaissance Humanism, evangelical theology tends to be proposed 

within commonsense realism.  However, there are some critical realist theologians who 

have proposed a more nuanced approach toward God, which admits to subjectivity from 

one’s contexts and point of view.  These critical realist theologians appreciate renaissance 

humanism at an even more precise level.  For example, William G. T. Shedd 

acknowledged progressiveness within the discipline of theology that would be 

characterized as a discipline wide critical realism in his comments that, “The first 

investigator is not so likely to strike upon the intrinsic constitution of a thing as the last 

one, because he has not the light of previous inquiries.  Methods of investigation are 

continually undergoing correction and modification, and are thus brought closer to the 
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organization of the object.”371  With the discipline of theology developing, theology 

should not be thought of as a static authoritative tradition or a Kuhnian ‘paradigm.’  

Rather developing theology (as this chapter and the next reflect) should be thought of as 

Lakatos’ “Research Programs” which undergo nuanced revolutionary change as theology 

proposals develop.  This approach is more accurate description of theological 

development than viewing such development through a Kuhnian lens because with every 

new theological development, advocates of the outmoded positions remain in their earlier 

less-nuanced positions.  For example, the radical shift in paradigms about which Thomas 

Kuhn wrote about in his Structure of Scientific Revolutions
372 are like the change from 

the view of the Ptolemaic universe (sun and everything revolves around the earth) to a 

Copernican universe (in the solar system the planets revolve around the sun).  

Theologically, this would be like the radical shift from one of these philosophical roots to 

another, such as Platonic to Aristotelian theology.  Whereas, a Lakatos theorist would 

recognize even as the weight of adherence from Platonic to Aristotelian theology shifted 

there remained advocates of both approaches.  In fact, many philosophical and traditional 

approaches advocated in the past still have contemporary advocates.  Furthermore, many 

of these theological variants retain aspects of the previous philosophical approach within 

them as they moved on with a new philosophical base, as is evident by the resilience of 

such features as Platonic simplicity of God which continues to appear throughout many 

later theological approaches.  So a better paradigm for change than the Copernican model 

would be the contemporary rivalry among relativistic, quantum, and string theories in 
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Physics.  A critical realist approach values precisely recognizing the differences of these 

varied approaches, and crafting a nuanced method that reflects this sensitivity. 

 Among earlier evangelical theologians, perhaps only A. H. Strong opted for a 

more nuanced personal critical realist position.  Strong affirms both [1] that “the laws of 

our thought are laws of God’s thought and [2] that the results are normally conducted 

thinking with regard to God correspond to the objective reality.”373  At the same time he 

conceded that “all knowledge is relative to the knowing agent; that is what we know, we 

know not as it is objectively but only as it is related to our senses and faculties.”374  

 The philosopher-theologian Stuart Hackett clearly positioned himself within a 

critical realist epistemology, with his rational-empiricist Christianity.375  Hackett saw that 

moderate foundations provided the starting points for any legitimate world view.  These 

foundations include: rational, empirical and incorrigible contributions.  1) A few rational 

or self-evident foundations provide the structure of our knowledge, 2) Empirical 

foundation of a person’s immediate awareness of his own states of consciousness largely 

provides the content of our knowledge. 3) Finally, incorrigibility (that is, whatever a 

person knows and cannot be convinced otherwise because it would plunge him into 

paralyzing skepticism if he were consistent with its denial), largely connects a person 

coherently with the essentials of their worldview.  The rational foundations which he 

grants are: the laws of identity and contradiction, I think therefore I am, performative 

statements, and the definitional difference between related terms (like: cause and effect, 
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and possible, actual and necessary).  Hackett’s empirical foundations provide for largely 

an analytical philosophic approach.  From this modest base, he argues for the existence 

and nature of God and then builds up a theology and metaphysic from there.  As a result 

of these arguments, Hackett grants Biblical authority and informs his worldview from the 

Bible as part of an incorrigible foundation for his Christianity, philosophy, and theology.  

He sees God and the world through the lens of epistemological dualism so that there are 

ways from argument and experience to further warrant the belief system that is being 

built by the theologian to represent the reality that exists.   

 Alister McGrath presents theological method as a critical realist.  He often 

presents it as an empirically based pragmatic realism or when he adds mathematical 

derivation to it, he calls this method, “critical realism.”376  He sees that empirically based 

pragmatism is the foundation for this realism in the natural sciences, following Roy 

Bhasker’s Scientific Realism.377  Bhasker’s approach while individually Kantian, is 

corporately Durkheimian with a collectivist conception of society which establishes the 

reality of social facts in an open system which grows.378  McGrath works within this 

method where nature is interpreted as a socially mediated construct of science and 
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presents a similar analysis in “Cognitional Structure,” Collection: Papers by Bernard Lonergan (Toronto: 
University of Toronto, 1988), pp. 205–21 and Method in Theology (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 
1972), p. 234; Wentzel van Huyssteen (Theology and the Justification of Faith: Constructing Theories in 

Systematic Theology [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989], pp. 123–97) also positions his theological method 
within rational empirical critical realism. 
377 Alister McGrath, A Scientific Theology: Reality, vol. 2, pp. 257, 174–175; McGrath identifies that he 
follows Roy Bhaskar in critical realism (Roy Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science [London: Verso, 1997];  
Scientific Realism and Human Emancipation [London: Velrso, 1986]; The Possibility of Naturalism: A 

Philosophical Critique of the Contemporary Human Sciences [London: Routledge, 1998]; Andrew Collier, 
Critical Realism: An Introduction to Roy Bhasker’s Philosophy [London: Verso, 1994]) and identifies with 
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378 Roy Bhaskar, The Possibility of Naturalism, pp. 38-41, 45. 
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theology about beings.379  However, I suspect that McGrath’s confidence in mathematical 

derivation provides a rational underpinning (foundation?) for some aspects of his model 

that Bhasker does not himself grant within his non-foundational approach.  Through the 

community agreement, Bhasker calls his approach a necessary ontological realism, which 

for McGrath would preserve a necessary ontological theology.380  McGrath justifies this 

unitary approach to science and theology on the basis of the Christian doctrine of 

creation.381  He illustrates this methodology several times over, especially in physics.  He 

rejects foundationalism for its lack of elegance, but admits that Paul Moser has nicely 

defended a moderate foundationalism.382  He then justifies his critical realism as against 

conventionalist approaches, which would be either anti-realist, theory dependent, or 

indebted to James pragmatism.  McGrath develops a critical realism that engages the 

world at a variety of levels, each evaluated for its clarity and predictability.   He extends 

this scientific method to theology as an attempt to behold reality communally, with 

theology as a scientific discipline in a critical realist methodology.  Theology for him 

becomes a communal task of the collective wisdom that has won acceptance within the 

community.383  “Doctrine may thus be provisionally defined as communally authoritative 

teachings regarded as essential to the identity of the Christian community, in which the 

community tells itself and outsiders what it has seen, and what it has become in response 

                                                 
379 Alister McGrath, A Scientific Theology: Nature, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), vol. 1, p. 4. 
380 Roy Bhaskar, Scientific Realism and Human Emancipation (London: Verso, 1986), p. 24. 
381 Alister McGrath, A Scientific Theology: Nature, vol. 1, p. 21. 
382 Alister McGrath, A Scientific Theology: Reality, vol. 2, pp. 24, 26–39; Paul Moser, Empirical 

Knowledge; Knowledge and Evidence. 
383 Alister McGrath, A Scientific Theology: Theory (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), vol. 3, pp. xiii, 28, 77, 
217. 



 143

to this vision.”384  However, McGrath admits that when it comes to heresy, there is an 

individual aspect to doctrine in order for the community to exclude the heretic.385  

  McGrath’s strengths take his critical realism in two primary directions of 

increased precision: 1) issues of science and religion, and 2) church history.  With a 

Ph.D. in molecular biophysics, he repeatedly contributes with precision to the integration 

of Science and religion.386  However, with his second Ph.D. in church history, he shows 

his precision in this area as well.387  

 Alan Padgett contributes significantly toward allowing theology and each science 

discipline to mutually contribute what they have to give within a critical realism.   

 Once we grant that there are different sorts of schemes for explaining the same 
 thing, and they do not reduce to each other, this raises the question of their 
 interrelationship.  Since the sort of explanation we have in mind is causal, these 
 schemes postulate certain causal relationships that hold between things.  They 
 develop models for the nature and powers of things involved, their regular causal 
 relations, laws describing the regularities in these relations, and general theories.  
 What happens, it seems, is that some levels are more fundamental than others in 
 the following sense: the accepted results of the scheme at the more fundamental 
 level is used, and assumed, in the next level up.  So particle physics is assumed in 
 thermodynamica, and psychology and sociology are assumed in history.388 
 
Alan Padgett continues to develop that there is likely a two way-dialog between these 

more fundamental and higher order disciplines.  Though he admits that sometimes in 

social sciences the more fundamental discipline may not be that clear, as may be the case 

with psychology and sociology. 

                                                 
384 Alister McGrath, A Scientific Theology: Theory, vol. 3, p. 28. 
385 Alister McGrath, A Scientific Theology: Theory, vol. 3, p. 223. 
386 E.g., Alister McGrath, Science & Religion: An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999); The 

Foundations of Dialogue in Science & Religion (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998); A Scientific Theology  in three 
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University Press, 1998).  
388 Alan Padgett, “The Mutuality of Theology and Science: An Example from Time and Thermodynamics,” 
Christian Scholars Review 26(1996): 12–35, especially pp. 18–19; Science and the Study of God: A 

Mutuality Model for Theology and Science (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003). 
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 Nancey Murphy recognizes this sort of higher order and foundational relationship 

and places theology as the highest order science but able to engage with the other 

disciplines on down to the foundation.389  That is, each of these disciplines are 

commensurable (able to compared to each other) though their focus and scope are 

different.  Within such a framework, theology has the broadest scope as well as 

distinctive focus.  For example, alcoholism can be analyzed: 1) chemically on a level of 

chemical reactions, 2) biologically, on a level of genetic predisposition, 3) 

psychologically, as a defense mechanism such as avoidance, 4) sociologically, as a 

learned trait within families and social groups that destroys them, 5) ethically as a 

destructive vice, and 6) theologically as rebellious sin, from which one should repent to 

depend on God (Eph. 5:18).  Critical realism would recognize that each of these analyses 

is accurate and some expressions of this analysis demand volitional change.  

Furthermore, Nancey Murphy proposes a critical realist theological method after 

the pattern of Lakatos philosophy of science.390  Imre Lakatos articulated a rational model 

of derivation in the philosophy of mathematics and science that utilized Peircian 

pragmatism to encourage its productivity and to make sense of paradigm change.391  

Nancey Murphy suggests this method is the best process to explain how change in a 
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theological product can occur while maintaining many of one’s other theological 

commitments.  That is, this approach can be seen as a more precise analysis of paradigm 

change, showing that paradigms are not as monolithic as Kuhn had proposed, nor is data 

retrievable only from within the paradigm.392  Each study a person accomplishes in the 

Biblical text or philosophically or in tradition or in science becomes a ‘research program’ 

that work along side each other and can be judged as rival programs, whether progressive 

or degenerative for the whole theological task393   Lakatos proposes a sophisticated 

falsification view of religious language that encourages development. 

Contrary to naïve falsification [like Kuhn], no experiment, experimental report, 

 observation statement or well-corroborated low-level falsifiying hypothesis alone 

 can lead to falsification.  There is no falsification before the emergence of a better 

 theory…Thus the crucial element in falsification is whether the new theory offers 
 any novel, excess information compared with its predecessor and whether some of 
 this excess information is corroborated.394

 

 

Thus any scientific model needs to focus on crafting better theories or they will never be 

seriously considered by the academy as a live option.  Lakatos countering quotes from 

Popper, compares Kuhn’s approach to his own. 

 While naïve falsification stresses ‘the urgency of replacing a falsified hypothesis 
 by a better one,’ sophisticated falsificationism stresses the urgency of replacing 
 any hypothesis by a better one.  Falsification cannot ‘compel the theorist to search 
 for a better theory,’ simply because falsification cannot precede the better 
 theory.395  
 

                                                 
392 One of the critiques of Kuhn is that those in one paradigm can not perceive or communicate with those 
in another paradigm and that is clearly not right.  As one paradigm is unraveling the other is building 
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393 Imre Lakatos, “Falsification and the Methodology of Scientific Research Programs,” in Criticism and 

the Growth of Knowledge. edited by Imre Lakatos and Alan Musgrave, pp. 118–9. 
394 Imre Lakatos, “Falsification and the Methodology of Scientific Research Programs,” in Criticism and 

the Growth of Knowledge. edited by Imre Lakatos and Alan Musgrave, pp. 119–20; Lakatos also cites 
Popper for this idea, The Logic of Scientific Discovery (1959), p. 87 and “Normal Science and its Dangers.” 
in Criticism and the Growth of Knowledge. edited by Imre Lakatos and Alan Musgrave, p. 227. 
395 Imre Lakatos, “Falsification and the Methodology of Scientific Research Programs,” in Criticism and 

the Growth of Knowledge. edited by Imre Lakatos and Alan Musgrave, p. 122; quoting Popper, The Logic 

of Scientific Discovery, p. 87, footnote 1; Logik der Forschung, section 30. 



 146

So the scientist needs to work for better theories or an alternative approach (e.g., 

evolutionist) will not see falsification of their approach.  Likewise, this approach 

encourages a progressive orientation of a positive theology model to keep theology 

current with the latest Biblical and philosophically warranted findings rather than static to 

a tradition.  This would encourage a theologian to follow the Bible wherever it leads, 

provided it is exegeted in a contextually sensitive manner.  Likewise, the theologian 

should follow moderately foundationally grounded logic wherever it leads provided it 

does not counter clear Biblical statements.  That is, Lakatos’ approach is not so much a 

justification for theory choice, as much as a framework for making sense of how one 

should hold a theory.  The justification for the theologian comes from exegesis and 

grounded philosophizing. 

 Implicit in this approach are certain epistemic virtues that aid in formulating 

accurate knowledge.396  A tenacity and love for pursuing truth is encouraged by a courage 

to formulate and express what a person thinks they know.  This courage to claim to know 

is tempered with a humility that can always continue to grow and a generosity in 

reflecting others’ point of view.  Peer review can especially aid with this balanced 

accuracy and expression.  Certainly this virtue epistemology is driven by a concern to be 

honest.  For exegesis and observational sciences, virtues of sensitive observation in 

context are imperative. 

 Lakatos has been criticized by Steve Barnett as not providing prescriptive criteria 

sufficient to make decisions on whether the programs are progressive or degenerative.397  

That is, Barnett charges that the criterion is too subjective so that whether it is 

                                                 
396 Robert Campbell Roberts and W. Jay Wood, Intellectual Virtues: An Essay in Regulative Epistemology 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2007), especially pp. 151–324. 
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progressive or degenerative is only recognizable after the fact.  Trial by error is the risk in 

pragmatic tests that the observer does not know whether verification or falsification will 

occur unless he submits his proposal to experiment.  However, further confirmation by 

experiments is not a shot in the dark because warranted experiments lay down a trajectory 

that indicates further confirmation will likely obtain. 

 Even more, in theology this is not a defeater argument against the Lakatos’ 

method because the method only provides a description for the quest for an epistemically 

better research program and the sociology for doing this task.  That is, biological 

science’s observational data may be available without providing a prescriptive criterion 

or interpretive thrust,398 but theology has a different data strain.  I think that the 

prescriptive criteria to choose a superior theological option is provided in the form of data 

appropriated for a theological project.  That is, rational derivation from foundations or 

transcendental arguments includes criteria of coherence to the rationally foundational and 

to a lesser degree coherency to the theological project provided it does not contradict any 

other strongly warranted feature of the world view.  In my Classical Christian God, I 

grounded and framed out my theological program beginning with this approach.399  

However, most of the data appropriated for a theological project will be textual from the 

Bible.  Such textual data has an interpretive thrust within it identifying how the 

interpreter should understand the data and whether it corresponds appropriately in a 

Biblical theology to which the Bible contributes.  Thus the Bible provides its criteria (of 

coherence and correspondence with the Biblical text) for warranting theology.  That is, 

                                                 
398 I think that the Intelligent Design movement claims that such empirical science does have an interpretive 
thrust for those observations of sufficient complexity (e.g., Del Ratzsch, Nature, Design, and Science: The 

Status of Design in Natural Science [Albany: State University of New York, 2001]).  
399 Douglas Kennard, The Classical Christian God, pp. 11–86. 
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we should use Biblical texts to make the points that they are making in their context, 

rather than imposing upon them our theological agenda.  Thus provided theology is 

congruent with the thrust of the Biblical texts that speak to this issue, a theology warrants 

itself.  In filling out my theology in the Classical Christian God, the thrust of the Biblical 

text dominates the theological content, agenda, and thus provides the criteria for 

appropriateness within itself.400  Thus in the analysis of a critical realist theological 

method, I must supply an analysis of the process of 1) hermeneutics, 2) Biblical theology, 

and 3) how Biblical theology truths contribute to systematic theology.  The rest of this 

book takes up this process in turn.    

 A number of the authors of GRUE! The New Riddle of Induction
401 appeal for a 

skepticism to the method of science that is caused by the unboundedness of the 

investigation data (as well as the issue Barnett raised above) and thus the inability to 

complete a generalization with confidence that removes alternative subjective 

interpretations.  This may at times be a legitimate critique in the empirical scientific 

condition when rival theories can not exclude the other theory as degenerate.  However, 

theological science can sidestep this criticism for at least two reasons.  First, the previous 

paragraph point, that the interpretation thrust is imbedded within the Biblical text itself as 

the thrust of the speech-act, which diminishes rival options as degenerative.  Secondly, 

the Biblical data on any doctrinal point is a self contained body of texts within the 

canonical bounds of the Bible, so that generalizations can be made with regard to the 

whole.  There is no fear of a larger sample overwhelming the sample studied to date, 

provided the generalization was made concerning the comprehensive set of Biblical texts 
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(properly understood in their contexts) that address this doctrinal point.  Of course, with 

more information becoming available (like the find of the Dead Sea Scrolls) more can be 

understood about the context of Biblical texts.  However, archeologically open contexts 

while influential to inform interpretation possibilities, does not render an interpretation 

definitive because primarily the context for the Biblical text is provided within the 

information in the Biblical text itself.402  

 However, all science is not adrift in a lack of progressive clarity and 

unboundedness.  Those sciences that are mathematically derived and available for 

nuanced falsification that have marshaled substantial repeated demonstration of their 

conclusions have also stepped beyond these criticisms.  First, mathematical derivation, 

such as Newton provides for his three laws of motion orient the discipline to an already 

warranted option on its rational basis.  Then a statistical analysis of repeated testing of 

these laws shows that they govern reality, provided conditions close to the ideal are met.  

If additional variables are added (like a thick medium or a resistant wind) then they can 

be factored in to take them into account as well.  So these criticisms do not seem to tell 

against all forms of science either.  This approach of mathematical derivation and 

empirical testing (Peircian pragmatism) is still being utilized as is apparent by the 

contribution of Steven Weinberg’s derivation and mathematical theory that unifies the 

weak and electromagnetic forces in an attempt for the unified field theory for the four 

forces (gravity, electromagnetism, strong and weak forces). 

 Working within this critical realist approach, each theologian has several research 

programs.  Some of their research programs serve as a personal hard core, which is 

central to their program.  Auxiliary hypotheses that add information that allow the data to 
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be related to the theory are conjoined to the core.  Auxiliary hypotheses form a 

“protective belt” around the hard core because they are modified when falsifying data 

emerge.  Lakatos admits that any theory can be saved from falsification by altering it 

somewhere (i.e. a ceteris paribus clause) and these modifications would occur to this belt 

of auxiliary hypotheses.  However, Lakatos incorporates a simplicity element from 

Duhem;403 progressive affiliated hypothesis must intimately extend the previous 

hypothesis rather than merely by conjunction.404  He calls this the ‘tacking paradox’ and 

values a unified solution to problems rather than one that requires multiple contrary tacks 

like in a sail boat trying to sail close into the wind.  In my opinion the remainder of the 

unified field theory proposed in the esoteric string theory with at least ten dimensions has 

mired down in huge tact that have no explainable basis in reality, nor are they able to be 

tested empirically, so in my opinion this model stands as a real degenerative model, even 

though the mathematical equations based on conjectures of ten dimensions unify it 

theoretically.  At this point I don’t believe that the beauty of a model can save it from the 

lack of some degree of sophisticated falsification.  In this methodolical approach it is 

better to limit tacks to that which are at least somewhat testable within the reality that the 

discipline is attempting to describe.  Within this method, any individual may be 

researching several auxiliary hypotheses within a largely resilient world-view, 

surrounding the individual’s hard core theology and science.   

 Murphy describes such a research program as “a series of complex theories whose 

core remains the same while auxiliary hypotheses are successively modified, replaced, or 
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amplified in order to account for problematic observations.”405  A program is progressive 

if the internal features are predictive of novel facts, and correspond to the full range of 

data from the Biblical text in a congruent manner.  Contrasting to this, a program is 

degenerative if it does not take recognized data into account and responds with ad hoc 

face saving devices.  Such degenerative techniques become self-stultifying.  The relative 

power of the research program has to do with its ability to increase scientific or 

theological knowledge.   

 In science a similar approach can be used within the framework provided by the 

theological method.  Therefore, Biblically grounded theology, with rational and 

mathematical derivation provides the grid of coherency with which scientific options 

should be considered.  Then scientific Lakatos research programs can be configured 

within this framework.  Progressive programs are those which are empirically coherent 

and congruent to all the data available to make a responsible proposal.  This is similar to 

the rational criteria that William Bartley provides to eliminate error, with the additional 

role of Bible and theology added.  Bartley’s criteria for rational control are:406 

 1) The control of logic: the question whether a given theory is logically 
 consistent. 
 2) The control of sensory perception: the question whether a theory is empirically 
 falsifiable through sensory perception. 
 3) The control of the theory of science: the question whether a given theory is in 
 line or in conflict with other scientific hypotheses and with the formulation of 
 problems in philosophy of science as such. 
 4) The control of the problem: the question of which problem a given theory is 
 supposed to solve, and of whether a given theory is successful in its solution of 
 that problem. 
 

                                                 
405 Nancey Murphy, Theology in the Age of Scientific Reasoning, p. 59. 
406 William Bartley, The Retreat to Commitment (London: Chatto and Windus, 1964), p. 158; Wentzel van 
Huyssteen, Theology and the Justification of Faith: Constructing Theories in Systematic Theology, p. 42.  
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Furthermore, increased confidence in a progressive model is obtained by the most 

comprehensive pragmatic proposal (without arbitrarily complexity) that best predicts and 

repeatedly demonstrates itself in testing further data.  Ernan McMullin, in his presidential 

address to the American Philosophical Association argued for fruitfulness of epistemic 

understanding as indicating a better theory, similar to this Lakatos’ view. 

 The rationality of science can be philosophically justified.  Here I disagree with 
 Kuhn.  What philosophers of science have labored so long to show is that such 
 values of fertility are appropriate criterion of theory.  Their arguments are in a 
 broad sense logical or epistemological.407 
 
Using this approach, repeatable science, as in the making of chemical compounds, shows 

its progressive hypotheses to be strongly warranted in Peircian pragmatism.  Whereas, in 

non-repeatable science (like biology and geology) the fruitfulness of prediction contained 

in a progressive hypothesis warrants itself until sufficient data challenges this reigning 

proposal to be considered degenerative.  To the extent that equally warranted rival 

proposals explain the data, the scientist should be tentative about these hypotheses within 

his discipline. 

Such a Lakatos’ approach governs community theology as well.  A group’s 

tradition is made up of the commonness of those individuals in this group.  This means 

that what the group agrees upon and considers essential becomes the group’s hard core.  

Any tradition grants that certain affirmations possess an undeniable claim as a hard core 

of one’s world view.  So for any group that has defined a hard core doctrinal statement, a 

denial of such a feature of the hard core could be considered to be heresy, whereas 

progressive development of this hard core need not be considered to be heresy.  Actually, 

Lakatos would urge us not to identify heresy as denial of communal hard core, for “it still 
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has the right to exist,” allowing the weeds to grow among the fruitful theology.408  

However, in theology to challenge a feature of a group’s hard core runs the risk of being 

considered heretical.  Such a challenge is not likely to succeed unless the proposed 

feature, denying an aspect of the hard core, is: 1) grounded elsewhere in the group’s hard 

core or 2) that a clear argument can be marshaled that the group’s hard core feature is 

itself contradictory, that the proposal is intended to replace.    

In physics, such progressive Lakatos research programs would be the rival 

theories like that of relativity and quantum, which both excel their Newtonian classical 

physics predecessor in certain aspects of precision and predictability.  Lakatos urges 

against letting such research programs become normal science as a worldview. 

One must never allow a research program to become a Weltanschauung, or a sort 
 of scientific rigour, setting itself up as an arbiter between explanation and non-
 explanation, as mathematical rigour sets itself up as an arbiter between proof and 
 non-proof.  Unfortunately this is the position which Kuhn tends to advocate: 
 indeed, what he calls ‘normal science’ is nothing but a research programme that 
 has achieved monopoly.  But, as a matter of fact, research programmes have 
 achieved complete monopoly only rarely and then only for relatively short 
 periods, in spite of the efforts of some Cartesians, Newtonians and Bohrians.  The 

 history of science has been and should be a history of competing research 

 programmes (or, if you wish ‘paradigms’), but it has not been and must not 

 become a succession of periods of normal science: the sooner competition starts, 

 the better for progress.
409  

 
This results in the essential ingredient for a living science to be in continuous 

development.  This problem of a worldview is that it has the possibility of blinding the 

adherent from recognizing challenging and falsifying evidence of his view of the world.  

Lakatos urges us to continue to recognize these challenges, so that our research programs 

and worldview will continue to engage these challenges and grow as it meaningfully 
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responds to falsification claims and tacts progressively with nuance and reflection.  This 

issue of “normal” theology and progressiveness of the discipline will be explored at 

greater depth within the next chapter.  There I argue that rival traditions (Grand Tradition, 

Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Reformation Founders & Biblical Theology, Critical 

theology, majority Evangelicalism with Pietism, and Post-Modern) all claimed this 

normal status and yet all of them have living advocates.  Such a normalcy approach 

diminishes dialog between these traditions, isolating their advocates to their own 

traditions.  It would be better if these traditions listened to each other, since they often 

claim to value similar aspects (like Biblical authority) and what any tradition considers 

appropriate progressiveness could help other traditions think through the implications of 

its values.  I think that Lakatos more precisely explains and better encourages how this 

process is done in theology, than the tendency to normalize one’s own tradition.   

Unfortunately many in theology view the research programs as more Kuhnian 

monolithic traditions, either as a grand Christian tradition or as resolving toward the favor 

of our community’s tradition, and against all other rival traditions.  Such a “normal 

tradition” view does not help theology as a discipline to progress or keep current with 

exegetical findings.410  However, in the next chapter, “The Role of Tradition in 

Theology” I also show that such a Kuhnian normal tradition view is not accurate to the 

facts of the history of theology either.  For example, with each new traditional framework 

the older tradition remained with adherents, resulting in several rival traditions continuing 

as Lakatos had developed that they would.  Additionally, the rival traditions sometimes 
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incorporate features at odds with their stated assumptions.  A Lakatos method better 

makes sense of this inconsistency as a degenerative feature rather than as heresy. 

In a ‘normal’ theology or Kuhnian approach, any deviation from the tradition 

becomes heresy.  In a Lakatos approach, degenerative and progressive features of the 

affiliated hypothesis which an individual or group maintains around their hard core would 

not be heresy.  Though, obviously degenerative features would be advantageous to grow 

beyond even though they are not heretical.  Likewise, progressive proposals would be 

advantageous for a tradition to embrace if it is interested in keeping current with its 

disciplines or thinking through its implications. 

I think that in the science of origins a similar condition occurs between the 

evangelical populous Creationism and critical Romantic Evolutionism.  The Kuhnian 

approach tends to bifurcate into two camps, ruling out the possibility of a nuanced more 

accurate way between them.  A Lakatosian approach would encourage a more nuanced 

research program wherever the data stream would lead to truth.  One example, is Todd 

Wood’s studies of baraminology, which I briefly indentify here in a Lakatosian critical 

realistic methodology.411  Todd Wood is a realist in that he starts with taxum of observed 

characteristics but tries to prevent personal bias by approaching each animal through a 

multiplicity of frameworks set forward by other researchers and evaluates them all for 

their similarities and differences (baraminic distance).  He seems to be utilizing a strategy 

pioneered by Robert Sokal and Peter Sneath,412 but appropriated and nuanced further by 

                                                 
411 This is my conclusion from conversations with Todd Wood and his book, A Creationist Review and 
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Wood to float a robust method with a progressive research program that reproduces 

predictable results.   

Those who have charted the landscape before Dr. Wood framed this field of 

baraminology within a critical realist mindset, if not always within a Lakatos approach.  

However, a brief summary of the development before Wood also indicates that the 

discipline should be understood to have grown as Lakatos described progressive 

development to occur.  For example, in the 1940’s Frank Marsh defined the term baramin 

(off the Hebrew: bara/creation+min/kind) and floated a nuanced theory which permits 

changes within a kind but not beyond a kind.413   In 1990, Walter ReMine proposed a 

discontinuity strategy to exclude baramins from each other.  Out of his work came more 

specific terminology: 1) holobaramin or “a complete set of organisms related by common 

descent”, 2) monobaramin or “a group containing only organisms related by common 

descent,” 3) apobaramin or “a group which contains all ancestors and descendents of any 

of its members, but contain subgroups that are not related to each other,” and 4) 

polybaramin or “a group of organisms not sharing an ancestor or descendent with any 

organism outside the group.”414  In 1993, Siegried Scherer also proposed a “basic type” 

of life for the German creationist group Word and Knowledge that advanced the 

classification category into scientific verification.415  Also in 1990, Kurt Wise fused 

ReMine’s terminology and successive approximations with: 1) Scripture as a source, 2) 

                                                 
413 E.g., Frank Marsh, Evolution, Creation, and Science (Washington D. C.: Review and Herald, 1944), p. 
24; Cf. Todd Wood, Kurt Wise, Roger Sanders and Neal Doran, “A Refined Baramin Concept” Occasional 

Papers of the Baraminology Study Group # 3 (July 25, 2003): 1–12; Leonard Brand, Faith, Reason, & 

Earth History (Berrin Springs: Andrews University Press, 1997); Todd Wood and Megan Murray 
Understanding the Pattern of Life (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2003). 
414 Walter ReMine, “Discontinuity Systematics: A New Methodology of Biosystematics Relevant to the 
Creation Model” in Proceedings of the Second International Conference on Creationism. edited by R. E. 
Walsh and C. L. Brooks (Pittsburg: Creation Science Fellowship, 1990), pp. 207–213; cf. The Biotic 

Message: Evolution Versus Message Theory (St. Paul: St. Paul Science, 1993). 
415 S. Scherer, “Basic Types of Life” in Typen des Lebens (Berlin: Pascal-Verlag, 1993), pp. 11–30. 
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discontinuity systematics and 3) Basic Type biology, which fusion meant an advance in 

scientific verification without reference to verifying ancestory.416  As such, Wise and 

Wood utilize the following nuanced terminology to distinguish baramins from each other: 

1) monobaramin as “a group of organisms which is not completely divided by a phyletic 

discontinuity, but may or may not be separated from all other organisms by phyletic 

discontinuities,” 2) polybaramin as “a group of organisms divided by at least one 

discontinuity,” and 3) apobaramin as “separated from all other organisms by phyletic 

discontinuity, but may not be divided by at least one phyletic discontinuity.” 

Personally for me in theology, each section of one of my theological papers, 

chapters or books also becomes a new research program in a Lakatosian sense.  Usually, 

these programs are not rivals in my theology but serve to compliment other studies that 

deal with similar issues.  These complimentary relations are evident in Murphy’s phrase, 

“Philosophy of religion without theology is empty; theology without philosophy of 

religion is blind.”417   As with Murphy, my philosophy and theology are 

interpenetrated.418  However, to this I would add a second phrase, theology is impotent 

with regard to authority unless it is reflective of Biblical theology, and Biblical theology 

is impotent with regard to authority unless it is reflective of the Biblical text in its 

context.  I choose a critical realist methodology for my theology for its precise sight and a 

Biblically theologically driven theology for its retention and clarity of the Biblical 

message and authority.  

                                                 
416 Kurt Wise, “Baraminology: A Young-earth Creation Biosystematic Method” in Proceedings of the 

Second International Conference on Creationism. pp. 345–58; “Practical Baraminology,” Creation Ex 

Nihilo Technical Journal 6(1992): 122–37; Faith, Form and Time (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2002). 
417 Nancey Murphy, Theology in the Age of Scientific Reasoning, p. xii. 
418 Cf. Doug Kennard, The Classical Christian God. 
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Murphy admits “it is conceivable that a theological research program could be 

built up from the bottom (i.e. ‘induction’ from data)” [as I am trying to do] but she 

concludes from her experience “that theologians need an organizing idea before they 

start.”419  Perhaps my organizing idea is to let contextual Biblical exegesis and grounded 

philosophizing speak clearly what they have to give.  That is, honestly letting the 

available data speak with its own voice from its context.  She suggests that she would 

start with “a minimal doctrine of God. including, say, the Trinitarian nature of God, 

God’s holiness, and God’s revelation in Jesus.”420 Furthermore, if she were to produce a 

systematic theology, she admits that she would find a place for at least two important 

auxiliary hypotheses: 1) something like Edwards theory regarding the validity of signs of 

the Holy Spirit, and 2) a doctrine of revelation based on Paul’s account of the gifts of the 

Holy Spirit.421  These are features I would include as well. 

 My theological method can be modestly grounded in the philosophical manner of 

Stuart Hackett but most of the content of my theological method actually is framed by 

Biblical theology using a Lakatos method to inductively describe the Biblical texts 

through a hermeneutical spiral.  Consistent with Lakatos’ mathematical derivation a 

foundational rational tightness is permitted (as Hackett provides or as I use, as is evident 

in chapters two and three of The Classical Christian God, where I deduce and induce the 

existence and some attributes of God philosophically).422  David Clark advocates a 

similar moderately foundational Lakatosian theological method.423 

                                                 
419 Nancey Murphy, Theology in the Age of Scientific Reasoning, p. 184.  
420 Nancey Murphy, Theology in the Age of Scientific Reasoning, p. 184. 
421 Nancey Murphy, Theology in the Age of Scientific Reasoning, p. 187. 
422 Doug Kennard, The Classical Christian God. pp. 11–62. 
423 David Clark, To Know and Love God (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2003), pp. 82, 161–3, 304. 
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 I recognize that often I do not need to investigate my foundations.  I grant 

Hackett’s and Moser’s moderate foundations but I don’t think that they get you very far 

theologically.  So in many ways my theology primarily rests upon my incorrigible 

awareness of my basic beliefs.  These high priority incorrigible basic beliefs include: 

1. A theistic God exists that we can know which we identify with the trinitarian God of 
the Bible. 

 
2. The Bible itself is God’s authoritative revelation and can be understood clearly 

through normal human means of interpretation. 
 
3. The tools of knowing a reality beyond myself are accessible to us without substantial 

deception even though they involve subjectivity.   
 
4. Though I allow my perspective to have priority for me, I value others’ perspectives in 

community as corroborating or challenging my own. 
 
5. The Bible portrays a salvation message which I and a historical community of 

‘Christians’ may appropriate. 
 
6. This core salvation message for Christians at least includes God graciously providing 

everlasting life and inheritance in Kingdom on the basis of what God and Christ are 
and accomplish, which without Their effort would leave humans damned at an 
eschatological judgment. 

 
7. I have the relationships (wife, family, colleagues, students, and otherwise) that I have.  

Some of these beliefs are layered (6 depends upon 5 which depends upon 2, and 7 

depends upon 3) but these are helpful to clarify my particular basic orientation for my 

web of belief.  Upon these basic beliefs (and moderate foundations beneath some of 

them) my subsequent Biblical theology studies are framed as Lakatos research programs 

that fill out my theological musings.   Each of these chapters of this book and the other 

books which I have written serve as these auxiliary hypotheses in the whole of my 

theology.   
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 Furthermore, when I am framing a hypothesis, I find that a communal appraisal of 

my colleagues is helpful to help me to be clear and to balance my subjectivity by their 

own.  But most of these hypotheses begin with individual exegetical studies, which I 

acknowledge I also approach as a critical realist.  In these studies, I try to be as clear as 

the text is clear and to be as ambiguous as the text is ambiguous.  

  This critical realist approach has been appropriated into contemporary 

hermeneutics by moderate evangelicals working with the historical Jesus.  These wish to 

express critical realism’s hermeneutical spiral with precision and find value in allowing 

epistemic categories to inform hermeneutical ones.424  That is, the textual data is 

observed by interpreter, such that they float a proposal for the meaning of a text that is 

then checked by comparing it to the details present in the text itself.  Then the process is 

repeated drawing closer and closer to what the text actually says in itself.  This 

hermeneutical process will be described more fully in the chapter “A Thiselton-Ricoeur 

Hermeneutic” later in this book. 

   

Summary 

 I have obvious allegiances among these philosophical frameworks for the reasons 

presented in the manuscript.  Namely, I am most committed to Biblical theology, which 

is the Biblical side of the renaissance humanistic root.  Beyond this, I also approach 

things with precision as a critical realist.  This means that my philosophy is a 

conglomeration of a range of philosophers developed and affirmed above.   

                                                 
424 Kennard, The Relationship Between Epistemology, Hermeneutics, Biblical Theology and 

Contextualization, pp. 57–58, 124–25, 133–34; other examples regularly occur at the November AAR/SBL 
meeting. 
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 The features of this critical realist philosophical method can be briefly 

summarized by a metaphor of a tree that identifies these techniques with greater certainty 

or plausibility should be given privilege of preferential place in framing a worldview, 

theology, and science.  Returning to this tree metaphor identified in the introduction 

chapter will help clarify where contributions fit, contributing to my worldview and 

method for theology and science.  I ground the place of my worldview with moderate 

foundational roots from: 1) rationalism (like: law of identity, law of noncontradiction, “I 

think therefore I am,” and performative language), 2) empiricism (like immediate 

sensations), and 3) incorrigible (basic beliefs).  I allow certain knowledge of 

mathematical derivation and rationalism (e.g., ontological argument) to frame the trunk 

of my epistemic tree.  The important weight bearing branches are then framed by 

empiricism which further confirms itself by rational argument (e.g., cosmological 

argument, teleological argument) and by Peircian pragmatism (e.g., exegesis by 

hermeneutical spiral, testable science, and historical study from evidence).  Preferred 

among this empirically based Peircian pragmatism is a hermeneutical spiral of well 

attested peer reviewed exegesis of Scripture because it possesses divine authority and the 

text’s interpretive thrust is within the text itself giving it a distinct edge over empirical 

observation of other media (cf. chapters on: “The Role of Tradition in Theology,” 

“Thiselton-Ricoeur Hermeneutic,” “Biblical Authority,” “The Reef of Biblical 

Theology,” and “A Biblical Theology Affecting Systematics”).  This priority would insist 

on theology and science to be nested within this Biblicism.  So a divinely inspired 

creation account should be given preferential place in framing issues of origins and a peer 

reviewed warranted exposition expressing those Biblical sentiments should as well (cf. 
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chapters on “Creation and Fall,” and “A Biblical Anthropology Funding Bio-Ethics”).  

Close behind this in credibility is peer reviewed Peircian pragmatically tested empirical 

science.  Of course tentative exegesis and promising but not verified Peircian pragmatic 

science should be held more tentatively.  Thus warranted science can affect the exegesis 

of texts, such as in a Copernican solar system the Biblical phrases of the “sun rises and 

sets” should be understood phenomenologically as that of appearance while the earth 

spins on its axis and revolves around the sun.  Such tentativeness within theology and 

science, should move this research program within its discipline to a more peripheral 

place of the medium branches of the tree, and should be governed by a Lakatos’ method 

with its sophisticated falsification.  Smaller more tentative branches can be governed by 

James’ pragmatism, which should fit within and not contradict the already placed 

warranted peer reviewed exegesis, theology and science.  Even Dewyian pragmatism 

could be given some place among non-moral twigs of the tree that do not contradict those 

branches framed by epistemology, exegesis, theology and science.  Examples of James’ 

and Deweyan pragmatism contributing within a Biblically framed integration of 

psychology and theology are provided in the chapters “A Transactional Model of Human 

Based on Biblical Theology” and “A Theology of Work.”  Peripheral place of small 

twigs and leaves should be given to: phenomenological, aesthetic, intuitional, and 

existential strategies.  None of these peripheral options should displace, nor be permitted 

to overrule the warranted peer reviewed exegesis, theology and science.  However, some 

of the contributions in this peripheral area can be quite significant.  For example, my 

phenomenological commitment to be involved with Boy Scouts with my sons has 

certainly colored my life in a major way.  These peripheral areas of the tree’s canopy also 
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provide a sense of the whole big picture and vitality, which are very important for life.  I 

rarely find existentialism bounded by the concerns of a Biblical world view except in 

perhaps something like: Sören Kierkegaard’s reflections from the Synoptics or Abraham, 

or Paul Ricoeur’s metaphors reflecting the Biblical text.  If such a realist externalistic 

epistemology provided limits for existentialism, I would certainly wish to retain 

existentialism’s passion for authentic living.  Thus I advocate a passionate quest for truth 

within these epistemic and methodological means. 

 


