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The First Amendment and Natural Religion 1 

Owen Anderson 

Introduction 

TI1e United States was founded on natural religion. The grievances justify
ing independence rest on the claim that there are some things self-e\ iden t 
about God and human nature and from these come human rights and the 
structure of human government. Specifically. the Declaration of 
Independence claims it is self-evident that there is a Creator and that 
humans are created. Human equality and rights rest on this claim about 
creation. The eventual Constitution and Bill of Rights are fu rther examples 
of the development of general revelation into the political and social 
realms as opposed to appeals to divine origination or special revelation. 
The exact quote is so well known it hardly needs repeating, but we can 
benefit from thinking about its structure: "We hold these truths to be self
evident: that all men are created equal and endowed by their Creator with 
unalienable rights." We can discern three parts here: epistemology, meta
physics, and ethics. There is the epistemological claim, or a claim about 
knowledge, that some things are self-evident. There is the metaphysical 
claim about what is real: God the Creator and human nature. And there is 
the ethical claim about equality and rights. 

The present chapter will look at religious liberty and natural religion. 
This will involve questions about reason, knowledge, meaning, and critical 
thinking. We will discover three overlooked areas where this critical think
ing needs to take place and then use a paradigmatic religious freedom trial 
to illustrate the form such trials take and identify a solution that has been 
available to us for some time but left neglected. These three areas are 
natural religion, reason, and presuppositional thinking. For 
a paradigmatic religious freedom trial, we will examine the trial of 
Socrates. The argument is, first, that religion has to do with meaning, 
and the beliefs that provide meaning cannot be compelled. We will see 
this explained by Thomas Jefferson and exemplified in Socrates. Second, 
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od and the good. 

Art thr First A
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. And this is not just because everyone m
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The First Am
endm

ent and N
atural R

eligion 

Instead, th
e universality of religion is in its connection to m

eaning. 

R
eligion is uniquely connected to how

 a person attem
pts to find m

eaning, 

and it is not strange to say that how
 a person finds m

eaning is through their 

religion. The beliefs w
e use to find m

ean
ing and interpret our experiences 

are the basic beliefs that are foundational to the rest of our belief system
. 

A
n objection to this is that it m

akes religion too com
m

on. Indeed, this 

could m
ean that activities like sports or hobbies are religions. In such cases 

w
e use the adverb religiously (as in, he pursues baseball religiously). This 

m
akes sense precisely because o

f how
 religion relates to m

ean
ing, w

hile 

also noting that such cases are instances of pursuing a hobby like a religion 

w
ithout it actually being a religion. A

s such, it is not a sufficient objection 

but instead helps illustrate the role of religion in the search for m
eaning. 2 

This also explains w
hy w

e are looking at natural religion. N
ot all 

religions involve scripture (revealed religion), a.nd revealed religion pre

supposes natural religion. A
ll rel igions m

ake claim
s about natural re.ligion. 

R
eligious liberty begins in our freedom

 to form
 beliefs abo

ut authority, 

reality, and value that are parts of natural religion. This w
ill also help us 

understand how
 religion and reason are related. The liberties protected by 

the First A
m

endm
ent are for all persons. A

n exam
ple of an application of 

this is that religious beliefs cannot be separated from
 the public square 

because religion (at least in
 this universal form

 as natural religion) perm
e

ates the public square and all discussions. 

W
hat do w

e do w
hen disagreem

ents in
 the public square w

ould appear to 

com
pel a person to abandon their religious convictions? O

r, can the 

governm
ent com

pel us to be religious? T
his can be done by first narrow

ly 

defining religious activity and then regulating it and giving out freedom
s 

lim
ited to this narrow

 definition. O
n this basis, people are forced to 

participate in religious cerem
onies they do not agree w

ith. M
ust w

e accept 

a narrow
 definition of religion given by the governm

ent, or is that m
erely 

another attem
pt at control? T

he solution is to understand the universality 

of religion, its connection to the search for m
eaning, and that pragm

atism
 

and pluralism
 w

ill never be final solutions for religious belief. Instead, in 

the area o
f religion, like any other, w

e m
ust pursue know

ledge to com
e to 

unity and agreem
ent. W

e m
ust be able to show

 w
hat is clear at the basic 

level in the pursuit of m
eaning instead o

f falling into antinom
ies about 

3 V
ictor Frankl, M

an's Ston:lifor M
taning [B

oston: B
ncon P

rns. 2006). 
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portant religious liberty _S~prem
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N
evrrthrlrss, revealed religion presupposes natural religion. R

evealed 

rrligion (scripture. redem
ptive revelation) presupposes that there is a G
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and thal 1hen: is sin that requires redem
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eeping o
u

r prim
ary focus 

011 nalural religion w
ill serve to illustrate w

hat it m
eans to think presup

posnionally before we look at it directly. If by revealed religion w
e m
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1hr Chris1ian scriplures, then thrse affirm
 the clarity o

f natural religion so 

lha1 unlw
lief b without excuse; it is this failure to know

 w
hat ought to be 
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can undm
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 som
e new
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the 

a l)t nn• ol know
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e can sec th
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The fi rst Am
endm

ent and N
atural Religion 

is to trace our disagreem
ents lo their m

ost basic sta rting point. This is 

first done in natural religion. 

Thom
as Jefferson 

In order to illustrate the above point about natural religio
n. w

e can refer 

to the V
irginia S

tatute for R
eligious Freedom

. C
om

m
enting on this docu

m
ent w

ill help us define term
s like religion an

d liberty and w
ill also 

illustrate presuppositional 
and 

critical thinking. 
Specif1catly, 

it w
ill 

require asking w
hat is m

eant by the crux term
s (critical thinking) and 

w
hat the conclusions presuppose (presuppositional thinking) about reli

gion. In defending the V
irginia Statute for Religious Freedom

, T
hom

as 

Jefferson stated
: 

W
ell aw

are th
al the opinions and belief of m

en depend not on their ow
n w

ill, but 

follow
 involuntarily the evidence proposed to their m

inds; that [W
hereas! A

lm
ighty 

G
od hath created the m

ind free, and m
anif'ested his suprem

e w
i ll that free it shall 

rem
ain by m

akJng it altogether insusceptible o
f restraint; that all attem

pts to 

inO
uencc it by tem

poral punishm
en

ts, or burthens, or by d
vil incapacltalions, 

tend only to beget habits of hypocrisy and m
eanness, and arc a departure from

 

the plan o
f the holy author of our religion, w

ho being Lord both of body and m
ind. 

yet chose not to propagate it by coercions on either, as w
as in his A

lm
ighty pow

er to 

do, but to extend it by its influence on reason alone. 4 

N
otice the theological, or w

hat I w
ill here call the "m

etaphysical," asser

tions that Jefferson m
akes to justify his view

 of hum
an nature and religion. 

M
etaphysics is the study of w

hat is real. Since w
hat changes is not 

perm
anent, w

hen w
e ask w

hat is real, w
e are asking w

hat is im
perm

anent 

and unchanging: w
hat is eternal -

w
ithout begin

ning. A
nd so w

e w
ill sec 

that w
hen w

e find som
eone giving a theory of hum

an nature, they w
ill also 

give us, explicitly or as a presupposition, a theory of w
hat is eternal. ln the 

D
eclaration o

f Independence, lhis is thc distinction betw
een lhc C

rr;ilor 

and hum
ans w

ho have been endow
ed w

ith rights. Here, in thc V
irginia 

Statute Jefferson affirm
s this distinction betw

een G
od the C

reato
r am

l 
' 

K11Yfirr, 
Va 11 '/'II aud Pln11ti11y11 011 tl1t· C

/rnlty o
f G

r11rrt1/ /fr1•datio11 a111/ F1111t'tio11 o
f 

Avol11actlrs ILa11ham
, M

D
: U

11ivc1~ily r,css o
f /\m

rricu, 2008). 
' 

·11io1110s Jefferson, "V
lrtii 11la Stalutc for Rcli!llous J'1w

do
111 ," The Jcffl'rso11 l·oum

lu1io11, 

accc~,cd onli 11c, w
w

w
.111on

tlcello.oqJ/sltc/rcscarch a11d-cnllcctl11 11s/vlr~lnla s1:rl11t1· -

rell1Jlous- f1 crclom
. 
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G
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I ~ 
d asu

nrau\ed t,ut 111slc:icl :is unrl'straincd. Those 
F 

dom
 is not hrrr ( r,ine 

rrc 
"thr ability 1o do othcrw

i~c" m
ust em

phas ize that 
who define frrcdom

 as 
• 

. 
• 

1 t I s 110 cause and is not pr(·clctcrm
111ed. In the century 

a frrc will ,s one I ia 
ia 

. . 
. 

• 
1 ti 

Jm
m

anu<'I Kant and W
ilham

 Jam
es rcJected any 

aftl·r tl11s Statute, 
10 

1 
• 

• 
• 

r 
'II II at rnak<'s frredom

 conipat1hle w
ith causatio

n. Yet 
lhrory of a rec w1 

1 
• 

• 
• 

I 
. 

h 
·15 on the w

ill as free frorn restraint o
r rocrc1on, not 

the t'm
p 1as1s 

ere 
nrc~sarily causalion. 

. 
Taking the lim

e to d('frne frrcdo111 is im
portant because 1t helps set the 

distinction betw
een G

od and the creation. T
his is an im

po
rtant distinction 

becaust' it is 3 ba~ic distinclion. N
atural religion begins in the generaJ 

revt'lalion distinction betw
een G

od and the creatio
n. A

s created beings, 

hum
ans are alw

ays rontingent and caused. It is im
possible for a creation to 

be unrausrd. To desire an uncaused w
ill is to desire to be the uncreated 

C
rtator: to be G

od. It is im
possible for a hum

an to be G
od, and so the 

hum
an w

ill m
ust be cau~d. A

nd yet, in contrast to bare m
aterial objects, 

JdT
m

on affinns that the w
ill is created free. A

 free w
ill is a w

ill that is not 

1'Str.lint'd; it is frtt to w
ill or to do w

hat it w
ants. T

his is consistent w
ith it 

having causn: W
e can nam

e m
any different causes o

f the w
ill, including 

background, pm
onality, m

ood, and beliefs. C
auses are unavoidable and 

m
 com

patible w
ith a free w

ill. 

Jeffenon nam
es the efTm

s of attem
pting to restrain o

r coerce the w
ill in 

m
attm

 of m
igion. These art the habits o

f hypocrisy and m
eanness. H

ere 

we haw
 a hint at the role religion plays in hum

an life. N
ot all coercion 

lads to hypocrisy. O
n less w

eighty m
atters one m

ight go along o
r even 

change one's opinion. B
ut in the case of religion, coercion creates hypoc

risy b
m

i~
 m

igioa involv'5 our m
ost basic bcliefs (those underlying the 

"5
f of our belief system

) about w
hat is m

ranlngful. A
ttem

pts at coercion in
 

f'dlgl~n •." ~ttt:m
pts lo force a pm

on to act against the very w
ay they find 

innm
ng In

 hfe. .Even if a person goes along w
ith thJs It w

ill only be a kind 
o

f outw
ard confonnity that · • 

. 
. 

' 
15 inconsistent w

ith the person's actual beliefs; 
the ourw

ard conform
ity w

·11 
1 

r'11ert to authentic action as soon as the 
pm

su" ls rem
ovtd. 

Dy contrast with corrclon J f~ 
I . . 

· ' 
'150n asserts that G

od H
im

self propagates 
rr 1g1on through Its Jnflucnc 
bf'l r'"f:s and 

r 
e on reason. R

eason here is connected to 
~ 

so rr,crrn,·rs tJrat hy w
l · h 
lie 

W
(' com

e to understand and believe. 

The Fir~, Am
endm

ent and Natural Religion 

A
 person

's 11.:liglon Is addressed through their understanding. O
r, the w

ay 

a pc·rson frnds m
eaning in lifr has to do w

ith w
hat they believe: about 

realily and value. R
tligion and reason arc therefore related here in the sam

e 

w
ay tru

th am
t m

eaning are related: fo
r a per5on to believe som

1.:thing as 

1rue, it m
ust fi rst have m

eanin
g (m

eaningless noises cannot be true and 

cannot he believed). 

Finally, w
e can note here that G

od ls said to p
ropagate religion. T

he 

sp
rem

l o
f religion is thro

ugh the influence o
f reason on the m

ind. The 

im
plication is that religion and reason grow

 together, and irrationaJity or 

failure to understand goes hand in hand w
ith the decline o

f religion. W
e 

can w
onder if this opens the subject of redem

ption. Reason can be used to 

understand anything, not only m
atters of rel igion. But hum

ans in the 

condition of failin
g to use reason to know

 basic things are in the condition 

of fa iling to fw
d m

eaning: Rellgion is the subject of how
 redem

ption from
 

this condilion is possible. It introduces the subjects of general revelation 

and redem
ptive revelation. 

A
ncl so w

e have here these im
portant defm

W
ons that can be inferred 

from
 the Statute and discernable in later docum

ents like the D
eclaration of 

Independence: G
oel the C

reator, hum
ans as dependent on G

od, the liberty 

of w
ill to do w

hat one w
ants, and the role of reason to shape beliefs that 

inform
 a person

's religion in tbe pursuit of m
eaning. Finally, the role of 

general revelation and redem
ptive revelation w

ill be central to the First 

A
m

endm
ent and its history in A

m
erican thought and life. 

In the next passage, Jefferson introduces the role of civil rights, govern

m
ent, and the need for lim

itations and restrictions on pow
er. T

his helps us 

think about the First A
m

endm
ent and religion because it defm

es the lim
its 

o
f governm

ental authority
. Jefferson w

rites: 

That our civil rights have no dependence on our religious opinions, any m
ore than 

on our opinions in physics or grom
etry . . . that tht opinions o

f m
tn art not tht 

obj<"ct o
f civil govtrnm

ent, nor undu its jurisdirtion; that to su!Ter the civil m
agis• 

trnte to intrude his pow
ers into the freid of opinion and to rntraln the profession or 

propagation of principles on supposition of their Ill tendency Is a dangerous fallacy, 

w
hich at once destroys all religious liberty, because he being of course judge of that 

tendrncy w
ill m

ake his opinions the rule of judgm
ent, and approve or condtm

n the 

sentim
ents of others only as they shall square w

ith or di!Ter from
 his ow

n. 5 

' 
Ibid. 
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 w
onder if there has b{'('n a

ny p
rogress sin

ce th
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e o
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Jefferson. W
as he too optim

istic about the outlo
o

k for reaso
n

? P
essim

isrn 
m

i,_l!;ht be in
 order but for the foct that fn.-e and o

pen deb
ate a

b
o

u
t P
~
~ 

suppositio
ns 

has not been the practice. T
here 

m
ay

 in
d

eed
 h

av
e b

een
 

dcbatrs. H
o

w
ever, these often occurred betw

een persons w
h

o
 o

th
erw

ise 
share presuppositions that rem

ain unconsciously
 h

eld
 an

d
 n

o
t critically

 
exam

ined. JefT
erson him

~
lfm

ay hav
e fallen into th

is, an
d

 so
 w

e can
 h

o
ld

 
him

 to the standard o
f this text. H

is deism
 an

d
 m

o
d

ificatio
n

 o
f th

e N
ew

 
T

estam
ent m

ay not live up to
 the very stan

d
ard

 o
f reaso

n
 an

d
 g

en
eral 

m
~

latio
o

 to
 w

hich he appeals.. 

K
now

ledge and Fideism
 

M
uch anrntion has b

tto given to
 th

e obligation o
r d

u
ty

 o
f th

e civil 
m

agistratt in the history, law
, and literature sin

ce Jd
fe

rso
n

's tim
e, b

u
t 

w
hat about tM

 obligations o
f religion? W

h
at if th

o
se h

o
ld

in
g

 to
 relig

io
u

s 
opinions in

on
sf: division, disunity, an

d
 discord? 1l1is o

ccu
rs w

h
en

 p
erso


nal opinions are held as if they w

ere actual know
ledge w

h
en

 th
ey

 are n
o

t. 
lnow

led,ge carries w
ith it obligation. K

now
ledge is n

o
t m

ere assertio
n

. W
e 

w
ill call m

m
 assm

io
n

 "fade.ism
." A

ny g
ro

u
p

 can
 assert itself in

 a fideist 
fashion. T

he strong im
pression th

at I am
 correct d

o
es n

o
t alw

ay
s, an

d
 

perhaps V
ffY

 nrely, correspond to actually b
cin

g
 correct. T

o
 call th

is 
stronJ im

pression the w
ort. o

f G
od does not ch

an
g

e it fro
m

 fide.ism
 in

to
 

know
ledge. W

hat separates know
ledge from

 tru
e o

p
in

io
n

 is b
ein

g
 ab

le to
 

give an account o
f w

hy one's b
d

ief is tru
e. 7 T

hose w
h

o
 sp

eak
 h

ig
h

ly
 o

f th
e 

value o
f m

ason have not th
"n

sd
v

es been able to
 sh

o
w

 w
h

at is clear to
 

reason about religion. 

B
y com

paring it to grom
etry an

d
 physics, Jefferson b

as g
iv

en
 u

s an
 

indication o
f how

 religious know
ledge is attained. L

ike a
n

y
 d

iscip
lin

e o
f 

lm
ow

ll"dge. but especially uem
plified by these tw

o
, k

n
o

w
led

g
e b

eg
in

s 
w

ith basic things and grow
s from

 there. T
hese u

se th
e law

s o
f th

o
u

g
h

t 
(noncon

tradiction) 
to 

rule 
out 

w
hat 

is 
im

possible. 
T

his 
is 

n
o

t 

' 
T

hb Is tru
r fo

r any d("finltion o
f"know

ln!g(· b
tta

~
 it is in=

p
ab

l~
 It Is th~ cas~ ~

n
 if 

0
11(' is git-i,cg "" •

n
-v

10
1

r of ah
n

n
a
ti~

 d(fin
itio

ns of know
lnlg~ 
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Enlig
hten

m
ent 

fo
u

n
d

atio
n

alism
, sin

ce b
o

th
 geom

etry 
d 

. 
. 

. 
an

 
physics w

ere 
cloing this before th

e E
nlig

h
ten

m
en

t. B
ut w

e can use th
 

t 
~~ 

. 
. 

. 
. 

. 
e en

n
 

,ou
ndat1on" 

since tlus 1s u
sed m

 th
e scn

p
tu

res (also pre-E
nlightenm

,. t) 
W

 
~n 

• 
e m

ust get 
the f1TSt principles o

r fo
u

n
d

atio
n

 in
 place an

d
 take care O

 
h. h ti 

. 
. 

· 
n w

 
1c . ound

a-
tio

n w
e are bu1ldm

g. 

so w
h

en
 relig

io
n

 is in
 d

isarray
 an

d
 cau

sin
g

 division th t th
 

· 
· 

a 
reatens the 

peace an
d

 g
o

o
d

 o
rd

er o
f civ

ilizatio
n

, w
e can

 safely assum
e th

at th
ere is 

divisio
n ab

o
u

t b
asic th

in
g

s. H
ere I w

ill call th
is ·presuppositional think

ing" an
d

 sp
en

d
 m

o
re tim

e o
n

 it in
 a later section

. H
ow

ever, th
e idea is 

th
at if w

e d
isag

ree ab
o

u
t a 

less b
asic issue, th

is is because w
e also 

disagree ab
o

u
t a m

o
re b

asic issu
e. O

ften, it is th
e less basic issues th

at 
g

et atten
tio

n
 an

d
 are th

e so
u

rce o
f h

eated
 argum

ent. H
ow

ever, th
ey

 w
ill 

not b
e reso

lv
ed

 as lo
n

g
 as th

ey
 are th

e pro~
uct o

f m
ore basic b

u
t 

unnoticed d
isag

reem
en

t. T
h

is req
u

ires a g
reater level o

f consciousness 
about o

u
r o

w
n

 b
elief sy

stem
 an

d
 critical an

aly
sis o

f how
 disagreem

ents 
w

o
rk. 

A
 religious believer's fideism

 sh
ares th

e sam
e presupposition as the non

believing skeptic: k
n

o
w

led
g

e is n
o

t possible. T
he skeptic presupposes that 

know
ledge is n

o
t possible an

d
 argues th

at w
e should not believe. T

he fideist 
also presupposes th

at know
ledge is n

o
t possible but argues that w

e m
ust 

believe som
ething. T

he alternative to
 b

o
th

 is to
 critically analyze the 

presupposition th
at know

ledge is n
o

t possible. A
s w

e have seen in the 
history o

f A
m

erican
 religious life, fideism

 begets fideism
: the m

ultiplica
tion o

f fideistic g
ro

u
p

s, each
 claim

in
g

 to
 have a revelation o

r th
e correct 

understanding o
f revelation b

u
t w

ithout know
ledge. 

F
ideism

 places a stu
m

b
lin

g
 block in

 th
e path o

f others an
d

 hinders the 
fideist from

 en
terin

g
 as w

ell. It strengthens th
e position o

f the skeptic, the 
naturalist (m

aterial m
onist), an

d
 th

e deist in
 their confidence that either 

there is n
o

 G
od o

r G
od d

o
es n

o
t act in

 h
u

m
an

 an
d

 natural history. T
his view

 
is strengthened b

y
 th

e co
n

fu
sio

n
 am

o
n

g
 religions about G

od's activities. 
T

his stum
bling b

lo
ck

 can
 also affect th

e civil realm
 by increasing tension 

and disturbing g
o

o
d

 o
rd

er. T
he alternative is to

 prepare th
e w

ay, rem
ove 

stum
bling blocks in

 th
e form

 o
f objections, b

y
 show

ing th
at basic things 

are clear to
 reaso

n
. P

erhaps w
ith

o
u

t know
ing it, this is w

hat Jefferson is 
calling for w

h
en

 h
e appeals to

 th
e role o

f reason in religious belief. T
his 

requires id
en

tify
in

g
 th

e b
asic th

in
g

s an
d

 th
en

 show
ing w

hat can b
e know

n 
about th

em
. B

asic things include concepts ab
o

u
t G

od and creation, good 
and evil. 
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. ·truth H
e believes that w

hen hum
ans are fr 

nndence in 
· 

. 
. 

ee 
Jefferson has co 

.11 
orne to know

 the truth. This m
ight be ca\\ d 

theyw
i 

c 
. 

. 
e 

to debate and argue, 
Truth w

iU
 prevail over ignorance. G

iv 
. 

. u· view of hurnans. 
. 

. 
h . 

en 
an optun1s c 

ti 
se in pow

er 011susm
g t 

e1r pow
er, one rnigh 

said about 
10 

t 
what Jefferson 

. 
ti w

ill prevail. To borrow
 a theological terrn .f 

h thinks tru 
1 

, 1 
wonder why 

e 
h 

w
ould w

e think they w
ill ever seek the truth 

fallen then w
 Y

 
hum

ans are 
' 

7 There is a tension here that needs to be resolved. 
• 

wn selfishness. 
overtl1eiro 

ij 
on affirm

s that hU
lilanS are easily corruptible, anct 

On the one hand, Je ers 
O

 
h 

. 
. 

'd 
t w

hen they have pow
er. 

n t 
e other hand 

th. 
especially is ev1 en 

, 
is 

I 
oriented tow

ard 
the 

truth 
and 

truth 
w

ill 
prevail 

hum
ans are a so 

. 
. . d' 

tes som
ething other than the natural course o

f things 
Perhaps tlus m

 ica 
. 

' 
tural course selfishness w

ill stay selfishness. It indicates that 
Under the na 

• 
· 

. 
God's redem

ptive w
ork w

ill renew
 the person so that they begm

 to seek the 
trutl1. It seem

s doubtful that Jefferson w
ould w

ant to go there in light o
f his 

deism
 and his rew

orking of the New T
estam

ent. A
nd it is also true that this 

is the only w
ay that w

e can com
bine the corruption o

f hum
an nature w

ith 
the idea that truth w

ill prevail. For our purposes here, this raises the reality 
of the need for redem

ption. Jefferson connects freedom
 o

f religion and 
worship w

ith freedom
 of belief and opinion: 

That no man shall be com
pelled to frequent or support any religious w

orship, place, 
or ministry whatsoever, nor shall be enforced, restrained, m

olested, or burthened in 
his body or goods, nor shall otherwise suffer, on account of his religious opinions or 
belief; but that all men shall be free to profess, and by argum

ent to m
aintain, their 

opinions in m
atters ofreligion, and that the sam

e shall in no w
ise dim

inish, enlarge, 
or alTm

 thrir civil capacities.• 

Liberty is set in contrast to coercion. It is in contrast to A
ugustine asserting, 

·com
pel ilieru to enter," in his m

isapplication of the parable (Luke 14:23). 9 

This m
istake reverberated throughout church history. In this passage, 

Jefferson specifically m
entions religious w

orship. T
his includes attem

pts 
by the state to use taxes l 

. . 
. 

. 
0 support religious w

orship that m
ight seem

 
foreign to us now but w

 
II kn 

ere we 
ow

n at the tim
e. W

orship is related by 
Jefferson lo religious be!' f: b 

.
. 

· ie s ecause 1t 1s a fundam
entally cognitive, rather 

than a m
erely noncognir 

. . 
. . 

ive, aCtiVJty. W
hile there m

ay be noncogm
tive 

aspects, lhe foundatio 
I 

d 
na 

an 
fundam

ental activity is the affirm
ation of 

1 Ibid. 

v O
w

en A
ndeM

n, • A
ugusrlnt's ~th' 

.
. 

D
ispute,," N

ew
 8/aclifriars 9

1 
ics of Btllef and 

A
voiding 

V
iolence 

in
 

R
eligious 

, no. 1031 (2010}: 81-101. 
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basic truth_s: tb~ prais~ ~f G
od (c~nsider how

 the Psalm
s praise G

od through 
rernem

benng his q~ah_tie_s, p~om
1ses, and acts in history), the hearing oftbe 

W
ord of G

od, and disc1plm
e m

 applying this W
ord to life. N

one of these can 
be coerced so that, even if one tried, one w

ouJd only produce the hypocrites 
Jefferson already m

entioned: persons w
ho do not believe but act as if they 

do believe. T
his is the opposite of disciplining the nations and teaching 

them
 to obey w

hatsoever has been com
m

anded. W
hat w

ould the conse
quences of lack of discipline and this form

 o
f hypocrisy be on the church? 

W
hat m

ight the influence be on the life o
f true believers and on the health 

of correct doctrine? 
N

ext, w
e need to pay special attention to how

 Jefferson expects us to 
m

aintain our religious beliefs. H
um

ans are free to profess their religious 
opinions and to m

aintain them
 by argum

ent. This is a further developm
ent 

of his affm
nation of the relationship betw

een religion and reason. A
m

ong 
its various uses, reason is used to construct argum

ents to support conclu
sions. T

ruth w
ill prevail because reason leads to truth, not error. A

nd, 
reason w

ill prevail because it is the distinguishing feature of hum
an nature. 

To disconnect religious belief from
 reason and argum

ent is to disconnect 
religion from

 m
eaning. 

This is the tension m
entioned already betw

een affirm
ing that hum

ans 
seek the truth and their fallenness. This kind of E

nlightenm
ent opti

m
ism

 is set in contrast to the claim
 that pow

er corrupts and the fact 
that hum

ans do not seem
 to seek the truth. If hum

ans are not in the 
condition of seeking, then w

hat could m
ake them

 begin to do so? O
r, if 

hum
ans have the potential to use reason but have failed to do so (about 

basic things, only doing so about less basic and superficial things), 
w

hat could m
ake them

 begin to do so? In other w
ords, the ability to use 

reason could be a defining feature of w
hat 

it 
m

eans to 
be 

hum
an 

despite the possibility that hum
ans do not use that ability or do not 

use it in a m
anner that leads to know

ledge of w
hat is clear at the basic 

level. H
um

ans w
ant the freedom

 to profess w
hatever belief, but not tbe 

responsibility to know
 w

hat is clear about G
od. 

This presses us to notice another purpose of reason. A
lthough reason 

does aim
 at truth, it first and forem

ost aim
s at m

eaning. W
e cannot know

 if 
an opinion is true ifw

e don't know
 w

hat it m
eans. R

eason g.ives m
eaning 

by ilistinguishing betw
een things (A

 and non-Al and then form
i_ng ~eliefs 

from
 these distinctions in a coherent w

ay. O
ur need for m

eaning is our 
m

ost basic need, and hum
ans regularly give up the other needs com

m
only 
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n 
. 

d 
r fel in the pursuit of m

eaning. It is 0 
helter fnen s, , 

n 
l ·sted (food, w

ater, s 
' 

and religio
n overlap

; each o
f these 1 

1 
. 

. g that reason 
s 

t of 01 ean1n 
the concep 

·th m
eaning. 

undeniably concerned w1 
. 

vail and m
otivate a specific hum

an to 
. 

f 
m

eaning pre 
W

ill the desire 
or 

t The lack of need for m
eaning W

ill 
p 

haps. Perhaps no . 
. 

. 
pursue truth? 

er 
. 

Id com
pel in one of tw

o directions. It could 
lling but 1t cou 

alw
ays be com

pe 
' 

hat is m
eaningless and g

row
 in m

eaning 
to abandon w

 
· 

com
pel a person 

I 
rson to m

ove from
 w

hat is m
eaningless into 

• 
Id also com

pe a pe 
. 

But, 1t cou 
. 

to either greater understanding (light) or 
less m

eaning. It m
oves 

. 
even 

. 
d' g (darkness). H

ow
 could w

e know
 w

hich w
ay it 

1 
misunderstan 

tn 
grea er 

. 
. 

erson? This again raises the problem
 o

f redem
p-

w
ould w

ork in
 a given p 

. 
. 

h . 
If seem

s to have beheved that self-im
provem

ent 
lion Jefferson 

im
se 

' 
• 

· . 
1 

If-im
provem

ent, w
as possible through learning and 

10 cluding m
ora 

se 
. 

. 

d . 
y t. tlie text of w

hat som
eone has w

ntten takes o
n

 a hfe of 
good a v

ic
t. 

e 
d 

.. not bound by the author's understanding. T
he problem

s 
its ow

n, an 
we a,~ 

that arise in this text m
ake us doubt that self-im

provem
ent is sufficient in 

this area. lfl am
 not see.king, then I w

on't listen to good advice, and I w
on't 

cornctly team
 or apply m

y team
ing. T

his problem
 w

ill rem
ain w

ith us 

throughout the chapter, and w
e w

ill need to return to the central role of 

m
km

ption in religion. 
It is bani not to S

tt the com
parison w

ith w
hat Jefferson here says about 

establishing our religious opinions through argum
ent and w

hat M
artin 

Luther said at the D
iet of W

orm
s. There, w

hen his religious beliefs w
ere on 

trW
, and be w

as aCCUffli of error and folly, he fam
ously replied: 

U
nlm

 1 am
 convinm

l by Scripturt and plain rtason -
I do not accept the authority 

oflhr popes and councils. for they have contradicted each other -
m

y conscience is 

ap
tiff tothrW

ord of G
od. I cannot. and I w

ill not recant anything for to go against 

l'CIIIICim
ff Is aeitbcr right nor saf c. God help m

e. A
m

en. 1
0

 

A
lthough be says it is not safe or right to go against conscience, he is also 

affirm
ing that b'1ief and conscience are insufficient grounds for religious 

frttdom
 sinet both belief and conscience m

ay be in error. Instead, a belief 
m

ust be supported by sc · t 
d 

. 
. 

. 
np ure an 

plam
 reason. A

ppeals to scnpture 

rtquire lhe further st'P
 of dem

onstrating that scripture has been correctlY
 

understood. W
e underst 

d b 
an 

Y
 lhe use of reason. So w

hether w
e are 

10 M
artin Luther, "Lu1bcn

1 th, lm
pc:rial Diet of W

orm
s," acetssed on line, w

w
w

.lu!h cr.dr/cn/ 
w

s.bunl 
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attem
ptin

g to understand scripture or nature, w
e ultim

ately m
ake our 

appeal to reason. 

W
hat Jefferson is m

ost concerned to protect then is the liberty to hold 

religious opinions and support them
 by rational argum

ent. Th is creates 

a social value that affirm
s and encourages the use of reason in the self and 

others and turns aw
ay in disgust from

 those w
ho fail to use reason and 

instead rely on m
ere assertion and fideism

. The bald assertion ofreligious 

experience or enthusiasm
 is not sufficient since experiences can be m

is

understood and m
isin

terpre ted even by the one w
ho has had them

. L
iberty 

is, therefore, a m
eans to an end. It is a m

eans for the thriving of rational 

discourse about religious opinions, w
hich are the m

ost basic and m
ost 

im
portant o

f opinions because they address the very questions needed for 

m
eaning. If liberty is given but not used for this end, then it is of ques

tionable value. N
onthinking anim

als don't need this kind ofliberty because 

even if they had it, they couldn't benefit from
 it. 

Socrates: The Paradigm
 of a R

eligious Trial 

W
e can use Socrates as a paradigm

atic exam
ple of a religious trial to illustrate 

w
hat w

as just considered in Jefferson. This trial involves both revealed and 

natural religion. Socrates is responding to the claim
 by the oracle that he is the 

w
isest. H

e has a hard tim
e believing this and sees it as a kind of religious duty 

to discover if it is true. A
fter exam

ining those persons considered w
ise by 

society and finding that they think they know
, but they do not know

, he 

concludes that the oracle spoke about Socrates as a type, ~[H
]e is w

isest w
ho, 

like Socrates, know
s w

hen he does not know
." W

hen he is asked by the court 

to stop his questioning, he points out that this w
ould involve breaking his 

religious duties. H
is questioning also involves a kind of natural religion in

 that 

he is asking those w
ho are considered w

ise to explain w
hat it is to know

 and 

w
hat is good. T

heir inability to do this is a m
atter of natural religion. 

Socrates sum
m

arizes the charges against him
 as follow

s: "W
hat do they 

say? Som
ething o

f this sort: -
T

hat Socrates is a doer o
f evil, and corrupter 

of the youth, and he does not believe in
 the gods o

f the state and has other 

new
 divinities o

f his ow
n."

11 
Socrates responds to these accusations 

11 Plato, Th~ A
pology, M

IT: The Internet C
lassics A

rchive, a
~

 online, http://classics 

.m
it.edu/Plato/apology.btm

l. 
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. 
1 t w

ho cottld be accused o
f co

rrup
tin

g
 th

e ..,0 
h 

. 
h t he is tJ1e as 

. 
. 

. 
. 

J 
U

t 
show

ing t a 
II d an atheist since h

e is in
 this difficulty from

 h· 
d that he cannot be ca e 

IS 
an 

r ti e oracle 
. 

t 
the w

ords o 
1 

· 

com
nutm

e~t ~ 
th 

w
ho are considered w

ise b
y

 society, S
ocrates finds 

By questioning 
ose 

. 
'der them

selves w1se, they are n
o

t actually w
ise and 

1 ·1e people cons1 
that, w

 11 
t 

f their Jives. T
his is a kind o

f self-deception. W
he 

cannot give an accoun ° 
. 

. . 
n 

. 
th 

and their lack of w
isdom

 1s discovered, they eng.:ia 
Socrates questions 

em
, 

. 
. 

. 
. 

. 
--oe 

. 
'f 

. 
This self-justtficat1on cam

es itself to th
e point o

f a trial 
in self-Justi 1cat1on. 

al d 
th P enalty for Socrates. A

lthough Socrates uses argum
ents to 

and eventu 
ea 

. 
. 

. 

h . b 1 . "s he does not persuade his opponent. T
ots once agam

 raises 
support 

IS
 

e ie,: ' 
. 

a problem
 w

e have already encountered
: H

ow
 can 1t b

e th
at h

u
m

an
s have the 

capacity for reason and yet do not use it? A
 sound_ a~

u
m

en
t w

i!J n
o

t persuade 

those w
ho are not m

aking use of reason, nor w
ill 1t change them

 from
 not 

using reason to using reason. 

W
as Socrates engaged in a fool's errand? W

e n
eed

 n
o

t co
n

clu
d

e so. 

w
r noted above that reason and argum

ent are n
o

t alw
ay

s persuasive, 

but they are com
pelling. T

hey w
ill 

m
ove a p

erso
n

 eith
er to

 greater 

understanding or greater m
isunderstanding. A

n
d

 so
 it is w

ith
 th

e trial 

of Socrates. H
is argum

ents m
oved the hearers into g

reater m
isunder

standing, and this in itself is a revelation o
f so

m
eth

in
g

 w
o

rth
 know



ing. This prott:Ss 1TV
eals the fool and the sim

pleton. T
he fool is the 

Q
O

t w
ho thinks h

t know
s w

hen he does not know
. T

he sim
p

leto
n

 is 

th
t on, w

ho dO
tS not care to know

. N
either appreciates th

e S
ocratic 

m
tthod of qutstioning. 

N
~

tlm
, h

, is found guilty. H
is liberty w

ill be tak
en

 aw
ay

 either by 

his agrm
ng to rtm

ain sil,nt or by his death. T
oe opposition asks for the 

dtath pm
alty. Socratts initially proposes that he should be rew

arded for 

his m
dtavors sinct h

t tirdcssly sought the betterm
ent o

f others. B
ut he 

adm
its this is unlikely and considers w

hat other possible penalties are 
avaUablr: 

So111N111r •iU
 ~

y
· Y

es So 
I 

b 
· 

• 
rra

 rs, 
ut cannot you hold your tongue, and then you 

m
.1y go Into a foreign citv 

d 
• 

. 
t 

• 
• 

J
, an 

no one w
ill interfere w

ith you? N
ow

 I have grea 
d1ffm

dty m
 m

a
ting yo 

d 
. 

• 
u un em

and m
y answ

er to this. For if I tell you that thlS 
w

ou
ld

 b(; 11 di~bt'ditnc, t 
d 

[d 
. 

0 a 
ivine com

m
and, and therefore that I cannot ho 

m
y tongue. you w

ill not b I' 
,,. 

'iev
, that l am

 serious; and if J say again that uae 
ttrt'.atot good of m

an 
1 ~

 d 
1 

. 

h .ch 
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 converse about virtue and all that concerning 
w

 I 
you hear m

e u
am

in1ng 
' 

· 
I 

myself and other.., and that the life w
hich 

5 
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unexam
ined is not w

orth living -
that you are still le 

lik I 
b 

. 
. 

. 
ss 

e Y
 to 

eheve. A
nd yet 

w
hat I say 1s tru

e, although a thing of w
hich it is hard ~0 

t 
12 

11 r m
e o persuade you. 

T
he unexam

ined life is not w
orth living T

he Jt'berty t 
d'aJ 

• 
· 

o 
1 

ogue m
 the 

pursuit o
f w

isdom
 is necessary for the greatest good To ask

s 
t 

• 
ocra es to stop 

doing this is to ask him
 to live as less than a hum

an. H
e is responding to the 

divine com
m

and o
f the oracle, but he is also doing w

hat falls under the 

heading of natural religion. W
ithout the O

racle at D
elphi w

e could know
 

from
 general revelation that the unexam

ined life is not w
orth living; w

e 

could know
 that w

isdom
 is the highest good. 

Socratic skepticism
 should not be confounded w

ith the skepticism
 m

en

tioned earlier. S
ocrates com

es to realize that he is w
ise in that he know

s 

that he does not know
, w

hereas those he questioned believed they w
ere 

w
ise but w

ere not w
ise. H

is condition is superior because he know
s the 

truth about him
self. B

ut he does not intend to stay in the condition o
fn

o
t 

know
ing, nor does he conclude that know

ledge is not possible. Instead, he 

is an exam
ple o

f the life o
f inquiry and rational dialogue to clarify defini

tions and give argum
ents. 

T
here are inherent consequences for any hum

an w
ho does live the 

exam
ined life. T

he failure to seek w
isdom

, the failure to know
 the good, 

results 
in 

the accuser uncovering the m
eaninglessness in one's life. 

Socrates phrases it this w
ay: 

A
nd I prophesy to you w

ho arr m
y m

urderers, that im
m

ediately after m
y drat.h 

punishm
ent far heavier than you have inflicted on m

t w
ill surely aw

ait you. M
r you 

have killed because you w
anted to escape the accuser, and not to give an account of 

your lives. B
ut that w

ill not be as you suppose: far otherw
ise. For I say that there w

ill 

be m
ore accusers of you than there are now

; accusers w
hom

 hitherto I have 

restrained: and as they are younger, they w
ill br m

ore sevrrr w
ith you, and you 

w
ill be m

ore offended at them
. For if you think that by killing m

en you can avoid 

the accuser censuring your lives, you arr m
istaken." 

In his analysis o
f w

hat sentence o
r consequence he should face for having 

been found guilty, Socrates considers tw
o options: death as nonexistence 

or as a continuation o
f his present consciousness. If it is the form

er, then it 

is not to be feared since it is nothing. A
nd if it is the latter, then it w

ill be 

a continuation o
f his present search. H

e says: 

12 
Ibid

. 
11 Ibid. 
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h t to die is gain; for eternity is then only a 
. 

ik 
this I saY

 t a 
St.ngl, 

Now if death is I e 
'. 

to another place, and there, as m
en say, all the d 

th is the Journey 
th 

th
i ? 

ead 
•gbt But ifdea 

d. dges can be greater 
an 

s. lfindeed w
h 

m
 

· 
r riends an JU

 
• 

en th, 
are wbatgood, 0 my 

el 
be is delivered from

 the professors of justice i th' 
' 

. 
• the world b ow, 

. 
. 

n 
is 

P ilgrim
 arnves 111 

• dges who are said to give Judgm
ent there, M

inos a d 
ds the uue JU 

n 
world, and fin 

d Triptolem
us, and other sons of G

od w
ho w

ere ri h 
thUS and Aeacus an 

. 
g t-

RhadaroaJI 
. 

:i«nm
age w

iU be w
orth m

aking. W
hat w

ould not a rn 
. th • 

wn hfe, that P»IY • 
_ 

an 
eous in 

C
lfO

 
.lb Orpheus and M

usaeus and H
esiod and H

om
er? N

a 
·r 

•rh 
·gbt converse w

i 
Y, 1 

give I 
e mi 

. 
g . 

aod again-!, too, shall have a w
onderful interest . 

. 
true let m

e die a am
 

In 
this be 

' 
• ...,pw

ithPalam
edes, and A

jax the son ofTelam
on, and oth 

l 
where J can con vu~ 

. 
. 

er 
a Pace 

h 
suffertd death through an unJuStJudgm

ent; and there w
ill b 

heroes of old, who ave 
. 

. 
. 

' 
1 think in com

paring m
y ow

n suffenngs w
ith theirs. A

bove all 
no small pleasure, as 

' 
. 

_ 
. 

, 
I 

ti ·nue m
y search into true and false know

ledge; as in
 this w

orld 
1 shall beah e to con 

. 
, 

. th 
. 1 hall fm

d out who is wise, and w
ho pretends to be w

ise, and is not 14 
soalsom

 
at, s 

· 

W
e are using the trial of Socrates as an exem

plar of a religious trial. Socrates 
resents the iconic philosopher. But his trial is also a religious trial. A

thens 
:e

s not perm
it religious liberty. A

lthough it is a polytheistic center and, as 
such, could exem

plify the kind of pagan pluralism
 that som

e hold in regard, 
w

hat in fact happens is that only som
e gods or w

orship are perm
itted. W

hen 
Socrates is perceived to teach other gods than those the city recognizes, he runs 
afoul of the authority. Or, m

ore im
portantly, w

hen Socrates raises questions 
about w

hether those in authority know
 or if they only think they know

, he is 
then targeted as a problem

. Religious liberty is about w
hat is real (w

hich gods), 
and it is about authority (w

ho is w
ise, w

ho has know
ledge). 

A
lthough there can be a kind of pluralism

, in theory, even the pluralism
 of 

polytheism
 has its lim

its. Those lim
its aren't m

erely against the addition of 
new gods. They are about m

aintaining the sam
e ep

istem
ology that supports 

the authority necessary for the cultural order. So, presum
ably, gods that 

affm
n this order can be added indefm

itely. H
ow

ever, w
hen Socrates begins 

to 
ti 

'fth
 

· 
ques on I 

ose m
 authority are actually w

ise, this order is threatened. 

Reason and Religion, or, Epistem
ology and A

uthority 

. . 
. 

I and rest 
Reltg1on and governm

ent both m
ake claim

s about w
hat 1s rea 

. 
these claim

s on authority. U
ltim

ately, reason 
is the highest authonty 

,. Ibid. 
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because it is self-attesting. R
eligious and political sources, at least im

pli
citly, appeaJ to reason and argum

ent to justify their claim
s. T

his is true of 
an Enlightenm

ent figure like Jefferson, of a R
eform

ation figure like M
artin 

Lutl1 er, and of an ancient G
reek philosopher like Socrates. W

e are bringing 
these m

any threads together to help us m
ore clearly identify religious 

liberty and its goal. W
e need to get reason into greater focus to help us in 

this. R
eason and faith are not in tension but are necessarily related. 

1n defining "reason," w
e are looking to define reason in itself. This is not 

exactly the sam
e as defining reason as w

e use it, or denning reason in us 
(the sense in w

hich w
e are rational). U

nderstanding reason in its use or 
reason in us w

ill follow
 from

 having defined reason in itself. W
hen w

e do 
not define reason in itself, w

e tend to focus on som
e one aspect of 

rationality, reasoning, or rationalizing. This then leads us into confusion 
about the relationship betw

een religion and subjects like religion or 
scripture. 

R
eason is som

etim
es thought to be nice but not necessary for faith and 

life. 15 It is thought to be for som
e personalities and not others. O

r, it is 
contrasted w

ith the sim
ple w

ho are authentic and do not need reason. T
he 

sim
ple have a sim

ple faith, and reason is said to be for the w
orldly-w

ise. 
H

ere w
e w

ill see that reason and faith are inseparable and are united in 
their com

m
on em

phasis on the need for m
eaning. M

eaning is not just for 
som

e personalities, and the sim
ple need m

eaning as m
uch as anyone else. 

Reason is for all and is fundam
ental to our hum

anity. 
Reason in itself is the Jaw

s of thought. u;T
hese law

s have been defined as 
the law

 of identity (A
 is A

), the law
 of excluded m

iddle (either A
 or non-A

), 
and the law

 of noncontradiction (not both A
 and non-A

). These are inter
related so that affirm

ing one of them
 affirm

s all of them
 and denying one 

denies all of them
. T

hese also operate at a m
eta-level over logic (classical, 

m
odern, or postm

odern -
if there is such a thing) in that a law

 of inference 
is w

hat it is (law
 o

f identity). G
od is G

od. H
um

ans are hum
ans. A

 right is 
a right. Scripture is scripture. W

hatever the subject, w
e study w

hat is and 
distinguish it from

 w
hat is not. 

15 A
nderson, R

eason and W
orld

view
s. 

16 For further discussion of reason and general revelation, see Surrendr.1 O
angadean. 

P
hilosophical F

ounda
tion: A

 C
rirical A11alysis of B

asic Beliefs (Lanham
. M

O
: U

n
iv

m
iiy

 
Press of A

m
erica, 2008). 
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b C om
e m

ore concrete for us as w
e th· 

ght can 
e 

ink 
The law

s of thou 
. 

son in its use w
ill also help define "'h 

oefinlllg rea 
·• 

a.t 
about their use. 

th 
law

s of thought in th
at they are the b 

. 
. 

'fhese are 
e 

. 
. 

. 
. 

a.sis 
reason 1s not. 

. 
c1 In understandm

g, w
e d1stm

gm
sh betw

 
ding anyth

10c,· 
een 

for understan 
. . 

. h pencil, desk, com
puter, book, under r d 

W
e d1stingu1s 

. 
' 

e ' 
A

 and non-A
, 

d This first use of reason 1s to form
 concept 

• 
c1 G

od the goo . 
s, 

fast. beinc,, 
' 

ts 
w

hich 
are 

the 
form

s 
o

f 
all 

thought 
. 

and 
argurnen 

' 
. 

. 
Judgm

ent s, 
h 

b,iects to reason: In 
obJectm

g an
 argum

e t 
. 

erson w
 o o J 

n 
Consider a P 

l . 
b ·n

c1
 form

ed, and reason is being used in th 
(h 

ver unsound 
is 

e1 "' 
e 

ow
e 

Thought about the m
undane and secular, as W

ell 
b. ection to reason. 

0 ~ 
1 

d transcendent, is both dependent on reason fo 
as about the etem

a an 
r 

. 
f oncepts J'udgm

ents, and argum
ents. T

here are other 
the form

ation o c 
' 

. 
. 

m
eti ·m

es confused w
ith thought, such as im

pressions 
things that are so 

. 
, 

. tu·o·ons feelings· but reason 1s the law
s o

f thought. A
nd 

the senses. m
 

1 
' 

' 
even w

ith these, we distinguish senses from
 nonsenses, intuition from

 
non-intuition. W

e use reason to understand. 
In seeking to understand w

e use reason critically as a test for m
eaning. 

Traching critical thinking has becom
e a standard phrase in th

e academ
y. It 

would be hard to find any school that does not affm
n this value. A

nd yet, 
w

hat this m
eans is often lost w

hen w
e see it is perform

ed in so m
any 

conflicting ways. W
e are doing critical thinking by asking "w

hat does it 
m

ean to think critically?" A
sking about the m

eaning o
f a phrase is m

ore 
basic than (prior to) asking about w

hether it is true o
r false. If w

e do not 
know w

hat som
ething m

eans, then it cannot be assigned a truth-value. 
M

any disagreem
ents occur at this level because the participants are 

arguing about true/false but actually have different m
eanings in m

ind. 
Reason is a test for m

eaning in that if a law
 o

f thought has been violated, 
then there can be no m

eaning. It is A
 and non-A

 at the sam
e tim

e and in the 
sam

r rrsprct "m
eans" that nothing has been distinguished, nothing bas 

been .understood, and no concept has been form
ed. 

Tins presses us to consider our interpretation and is the third use of 
reason. W

e use reason t 
· t 

t 
If 

. 
. 

0 m
 erpret our experiences. E

xperiences are no 
se -venfym

g. W
e hav 

. 
. 

d 
I 

• 
e an expenence, and then w

e have a m
eaning an 

exp anallon we assign t 
th 

q 'ck) 
th 

O
 

e experience. Som
etim

es, this happens 
50 

ui 
Y

 
at w

e do not nor 
. 

. 
to d. 

ice our interpretive lens and need to take tune 
1sconnect the experi 

• 
d 

explain it (it 
th 

ence itself (an event) from
 how

 w
e interpret it an 

w
as 

e m
ost im

 
G

 d 
exists). This b ilds 

portant event of m
y life and m

eans 
0 

u 
on the form

ar 
w

e 
ive and critical uses o

f reason. W
hen 
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interpret, w
e are "giving m

eaning" to an experience or text. This is 
a necessary part of understanding. 

The fourth use o
f reason is constructive. W

e use reason to build a coherent 
w

orld and life view
. T

his is the system
atic application of reason into all areas 

of hum
an life. W

e see it illustrated in the use of "philosophy" before the 
various features of hum

an society: philosophy of law
, philosophy of m

ed
icine, philosophy of religion, philosophy of business, philosophy o

f politics, 
etc. W

e seek to understand how
 these relate to each other and their ow

n 
internal structure as it relates to our basic understanding of w

hat is real and 
the purpose of hum

an life. In all of these, w
e are using reason to understand. 

D
ifferent philosophers and individuals m

ight em
phasize one or another of 

these uses, and this gives a stam
p on their approach to thought and under

standing. D
escartes m

ight em
phasize the critical use of reason; G

.W
.F. H

egel 
m

ight em
phasize the constructive use o

f reason; Foucault m
ight em

phasize 
the interpretive use of reason. It is appropriate for a person to em

phasize 
a particular part o

f reality for greater study, but w
hen w

e isolate any one of 
these from

 the rest or w
hen w

e confuse their order, then w
e w

ill end up w
ith 

a m
isunderstanding o

f reason and perhaps even deny reason. C
onsider how

 
M

ichel Foucault (as the exem
plar of postm

odern philosophy) built his career 
on the role of interpretation but ends w

ith arguing that there is only inter
pretation and takes this one use o

f reason out of the context of the reason to 
understand w

hat is real and perm
anent. W

e use reason to understand being. 
R

eligion is about being. A
nd so w

e use reason to understand religion. 
If these are the uses o

f reason, in w
hat sense are w

e rational? W
hat is 

reason in us? T
his is a natural question to ask because reason is natural in 

us. This is in contrast to saying that reason is cultural or conventional. It is 
natural for a hum

an to form
 concepts, judgm

ents, and argum
ents; it is 

natural to ask w
hat som

ething m
eans; it is natural to interpret experience; 

and it is natural to form
 belief system

s. These are form
al sim

ilarities that 
run throughout hum

an history and around the globe. R
eason is universal -

the sam
e in all. T

he ancients used the Jaw
 of identity to m

ake distinctions; 
the m

oderns used the law
 o

f identity to m
ake distinctions; and the post

m
oderns use this sam

e Jaw
 to m

ake distinctions. O
n this basis, w

e can learn 
foreign languages in the present, and w

e can translate ancient texts. If 
anything com

es natural to hum
ans, it is thinking and the use of reason. 

Second, reason in us is ontological. This is to say that reason applies to 
being as w

ell as thought. T
hought is an activity of being, so these are not 

absolutely distinct categories. R
eason is not m

erely a m
ental gam

e that 
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d cannot think about; reason is also ab 
h t w

e can an 
out th 

rules over w
 a 

. 
ontradiction cannot be thought and c:an 

e 
. g W

hat 1s a c 
. 

not be 
nature ofbeJO · . 

tarting principle that som
ething c:annot b 

h 
· 

t b siclaw
 ors 

. 
ot 

b 
It is the m

os 
a 

ect and at the sam
e tim

e. T
he standard ,..., 

e 
. the sam

e resp 
'-"arnple 

and not be JO 
• 1 A

 circle has no com
ers, and a square does h 

. • the square-nrc e. 
ave 

ofth1s 1s 
-circle is an object that both has and does not h 

d so a square 
. 

ave 
com

ers, an 
ti'm

e and in the sam
e respec:t. T

his m
eans that th 

at the sam
e 

, 
ere 

com
ers 

. I 
. our thought, and there aren t any on th

e dark sid 
aren ·1 square-circ es ID

 
. 

e of 
·th" 

black holes. This also serves as an exam
ple o

f th 
the m

oon or w1 
JO 

• 
e 

f 
n A

lthough both square and circle have m
eaning b 

critical use o reaso . 
. 

. 
. 

y 
h 

W
e com

bine them
 m

 this m
anner the result 1s the loss 

f 
them

selves, w
 en 

o 

m
eaning. 

. 
Third. reason is transcendental. R

eason is the highest authority. It c:annot be 
questioned because it m

akes questioning possible. If_ w
e w

ere to question 

reason, we would be using reason to form
 concepts, Judgm

ents, and argu

m
ents. Reason is inescapable. Insofar as w

e are thinking, w
e are using reason, 

and where we fail to use reason w
e are also failing to think. A

s rational beings, 

we cannot finally abandon reason w
ithout silencing all thought. T

o c:all reason 

the highest authority w
ill inevitably raise questions about the relationship 

bdw
ttn reason and faith, or reason and scripture? 

A
lthough 

there is 

a perm
ved tension (especially w

hen w
e slip from

 reason as the law
s o

f thought 

into ffllS
O

n as naturalism
), the tension is not real; w

e use reason to understand, 

and we w
ant to understand our faith and understand scripture. T

hese are not 

com
pding authorities but categorical distinctions; reason is that by w

hic:h w
e 

undm
tand anything from

 the natural w
orld to special revelation. 

Fourth and finally, reason is fundam
ental. It is fundam

ental to the other 

aspects of the hum
an personality, and it is fundam

ental in the order of 

uo dm
ta nding anything else about w

hat is real. G
reat attention is often 

paid to eitber desire or the w
ill; reason and the form

ation o
f beliefs shape 

how lhese are u nderstood. This is true both in the sense th
at w

e use reason 
to understand our d 

· 
d 

. 
t 

. 
l'Slres an 

choices and in the sense that the extent 
0 

wh1rh we use reaso 
I 

d 
. 

• 
T

h' 
I 

n ° un erstand w
ill shape our desires and choices. 

is 
ays bare to us lhe 

d 
f 

h 
or er O

 the hum
an personality an

d
 the order betw

een 
um

an talents Re 
. 

• 
f 

m
 

. 
. · 

ason 15 fundam
entaJ in that its use is the source 0 

eanm
g and 115 denial is h 

0
. 

. . 
1 e source of our greatest m

isery. 
1.sr1m1on of r~

n
 

d 
I" • 

f 
naturali~m

 
d 

1 . . 
an 

re ig,on usually brings to m
ind the dichotom

Y
 0 

, 
an 

re ,gi0
0

 
h . 

1 • · n. 
TI1is n

=
• n th 

'or al c 15m
 and religion o

r secuJarism
 and re 1S

10 

u
:u

 
" 

e so and · d 
' 

· 
ur 

15 
ue to a failure lo think presuppositionally 10 0 
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definitions. Indeed, w
e w

ill be w
orking on defining presuppositional think

ing and use this as one exam
ple. N

aturalism
, atheism

, and secularism
 are 

beliefs about w
hat is real. W

hen adherents of these system
s say that w

e can 

only appeal to reason and not faith or scripture, reason m
eans em

pirical 
data, the senses, because this is the only source of inform

ation available if all 
is m

atter. T
heir presupposition about w

hat is real has lim
ited how

 they 

interpret their experiences. H
ow

ever, if there is m
ore to reality than m

atter, 
then w

e need to be able to use reason to understand this as w
ell. Reason has 

been used am
biguously by the naturalists. It refers to the law

s of thought but 
is used by naturalism

 to refer to sense data about m
atter. This m

isuse of the 
tenn is a source of skepticism

 because em
piricism

 by itself can never lead to 
know

ledge, and thus by identifying it w
ith reason this also is im

plicated in 
the skepticism

. 
N

aturalism
 is one exam

ple o
f w

hat reason is not, orof an am
biguous use 

of the term
 reason, or of a m

isuse o
f reason that leads to skepticism

. There 
are other exam

ples w
orth considering. Som

etim
es reason is used to m

ean 
reasoning. This is the hum

an thought process. It could m
ean the uses of 

reason m
entioned above. B

ut m
ore often it m

eans the w
ay a person thinks 

so that it can be said: "your reasoning is flaw
ed." Reason as the law

s of 
thought cannot be 

flaw
ed, 

but a person's thought process could be 
unsound. For instance, a person m

ight be using the various inform
al 

fallacies and draw
ing fallacious conclusions. These pseudo-argum

ents 
m

ight pass as sound argum
ents to m

any in the audience because of their 
ow

n failure at reasoning. In other w
ords, fallacies can be persuasive, but 

they can never be sound. W
hen reason is used to m

ean this kind of pseudo
argum

ent, then it becom
es a source of skepticism

. 
Reason is som

etim
es also used to m

ean com
m

on sense. W
hat counts as 

com
m

on sense takes the condition of the perceiver for granted. W
hat one 

person takes to be com
m

on sense, another person does not. T
hom

as Paine 
praised com

m
on sense but did not think critically about his ow

n assum
p

tions that led to deism
 and the denial of special revelation. Paine spoke 

highly of reason but in identifying it w
ith com

m
on sense im

plicated both 
as skepticism

. C
om

m
on sense differs from

 society to society, 
and so 

dependence on com
m

on sense easily leads to relativism
, the denial of 

absolutes, and the inability to com
e to agreem

ent w
ith those that have 

differing system
s. Intuition, although different than com

m
on sen~e, s~~res 

this sam
e problem

. Som
etim

es be reasonable m
eans share m

y intwll_ot1s 
w

hen there is not actually com
m

on agreem
ent about basic understa ndtng. 
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m
m

on sense, in place of reason as C
rit' 

f intuition. or co 
. . 

•~al 
Tliis use O

 
• to skept1c1sm

. 
d 

II three in
 

. 
. 

. 
• 

thinking. tea s 3 
. 

ontrasted w
ith the m

d1v1dual. R
eason as th 

. 
I 

som
eumes c 

. 
e 

Rea..wn 1s 3 so 
t 

us through the collected w
isdom

 of the ag ... 
h 

come down ° 
"'or 

system
 that 

as 
be set over and above individual expression. This th 

the great teache~ ca~ 
1 d·ng tradition and individual or reason and art en 

d" h ionues. uic u , 
or 

creates 
ir O

 
• • 

Tradition is not the sam
e as reason in itself; tradition can 

aso n and creatw
ity. 

· · 
II 

Th 
· 

· 
re 

I 
e failed to use reason cnt1ca y. 

e m
d,vidua) '"·h 

an from
 reason or iav 

. 
. 

" o 
dep 

. 
the presuppositions of an age 1s expressing reason ,. _ 

d0t'5 critically exanune 
. 

. 
• cu

l 

· 
. 

. 
-

•ion is not in contrast or conflict w
ith reason but . 

as aesthetK·s or m1p.-.,,, 
IS 

th t 
--~-

interpretation so that w
e perfectly w

ell know
 w

hat it 
a catt't!OIY 

a n=
 

.. 
• 

k f the philosophy of art or the art cntique/com
m

entary, 
means to spea 

O
 

• 
• 

• 
• 

Sometim
es reason is spoken of boldly m

 its system
atic function and giv"1 

great e..~ression as in the w
orks of H

egel. Here_ consistency ~
 a ~riterion for 

rruth is affi.rmed with great vigor. Castles ofbeltefs can be built bnck by brick 

through system
atization and the affirm

ation of noncontradiction. Y
et these 

llill be castles on sand if they do not get built presuppositionally (identifying 

11 -hat is m
ost basic !m

t through critical thinking) and if they fust pu.rsue truth 

0"'1" first using mISOn as a test for m
eaning. M

odern logic puts its students 

through the rigors of truth tables and gives the rules for inferring true condu

si<lns from tru, prem
ises; som

etim
es it even attem

pts to build system
s of 

infm
:nct that deny one or the other of the law

s of thought (noncontradiction 

and adudtd m
iddl, haw

 com
e under special attack). T

hese are m
isusing 

m
ison. which is not !m

t a test for truth or a rule o
f inference but is first and 

fim
dam

tntaDy a test for m
eaning. A

 rule of inference is w
hat it is (obeys the 

law of idffltityt and where it violates a law
 of thought it loses m

eaning. This 

~
 of IQ

50II ltads to skepticism
 and m

any that a.re otherw
ise very proud 

ofthdrlogical Prow
tss have falltn into as a slough of despai.r that reverberates 

throughout tilt rest of thdr life and choices. 
RtaSOn is not natuntism

. lt is not reasoning it is not com
m

on sense or 
intuition, it is not lraditi 

· • 
' 

on, and 1t 1s not m
erely system

ization. R
eason as 

the laws of thought is th 
. 

. 
. 

• 
• 

I 
e source of m

eanm
g. A

nd m
ean m

g 1s m
t1m

ate Y
 

connected to religion And 
fi . 

. 
. 

H
 

· 
Yet 

01th ts often synonym
ous w

ith fideism
. 

,re w, m
 distinguishi 

th 
. ~ .th . 

ng 
ese tw

o. Faith is the evidence of things not 
seen, ,ai 

ts contrasted 
'th . 

. 
O

f 
b t . 

wi 
sight, not w

ith reason. Faith is understandlllg 
w

 a 1s not seen so th t · 
d

 
that h 

a 11 can be said both that A
braham

 had faith an 
e reasoned G

od 
uld 

. 
wo 

raise Isaac from
 the dead. 

The fir5t A
m

endm
ent and N

atural Religion 

The privatization of faith is an attem
pt in m

odernity to distance religious 

opinion from
 the public and from

 law
. It is pa.rt of the W

estphalian solution to 

religious w
ars. M

ost of the notable religious liberty cases are about tim
es w

hen 

this private bum
ps into the public and a decision m

ust be m
ade about w

hich 

w
ill have greater w

eight. H
ow

ever, the privatization of religious does not and 

cannot distance them
 from

 reason. The goal of religious beliefs rem
ains the 

sam
e: to provide m

eaning. A
nd reason is the test for m

eaning. So w
hether they 

are left in the private realm
 (w

hich turns out to be im
possible in the end) or 

they are in the public realm
, w

hen they are void of m
eaning this w

ill becom
e 

evident through the critical use of reason. 

The privatization of religious belief tends to focus on the conflicts surround

ing revealed religion. The Peace of W
estphalia settled conflicts betw

een 

Protestants and R
om

an C
atholics. Since that tim

e there have been m
any new

 

religious m
ovem

ents introduced into the field and greater contact betw
een the 

previously existing w
orld religions. W

hat all of these share in com
m

on is that 

hum
ans think, that thinking involves the use of reason, that thinking is 

presuppositional, and that our basic beliefs are about natural religion. 

The First A
m

endm
ent does not strike us as being about natural religion 

because w
e don't see great divisions about natural religion. Indeed, perhaps all 

persons are united about natural religion in their general neglect of its study. 

The D
eclaration of Independence m

akes a bold claim
 about natural religion 

w
hen it affirm

s that there are self-evident truths about G
od the C

reator and 

G
od's role in endow

ing hum
anity w

ith rights. A
lthough it m

ight be readily 

know
able that G

od the C
reator exists, it is not self-evident, and in a w

ay this 

m
ight be an indication of the neglect of natural religion: R

ather than do the 

w
ork of giving the argum

ents necessary to show
 this is the case, it is assigned 

self-evidence and has been attacked ever since by atheists and naturalists. It is 

now
 largely replaced by a naturalist account of right or at least sufficiently 

challenged to underm
ine any claim

s to self-evidence. 

P
resuppositional Thinking: A

pplying R
eason in O

ur Thinking 
about R

eligion 

It is self-evident that w
e think. To deny this one m

ust engage in thinking. 

W
e cannot deny our natures as thinking beings; w

e can only forfeit our 

integrity. C
om

pare this to other assertions about w
hat is self-evident, 
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. 
d equal. T

his m
ight be co

m
m

o
n

ly
 agreed 

• 
. 11 

ien are create 
indudm

g that a 
n 

b 
·1 ·s not self-evident. 

d 
d"ly know

able. 
ut I 

I 
. 

upon an 
rea 

L 
1 . to affirm

 o
r den

y
 so

m
eth

m
g

 o
f a subject 

• 
I 

~ 
fa thoug it is 

. 
TI1e s1m

p e om
i O

 
• 

. 
enctaging. T

he d
o

g
 is n

o
t lo

u
d

. H
ere w

, 
. . 

H
ow

 T
he chapter is 

o 
T

he pencil 15 ye_ 
· 

. 
r 

·ng concepts to distinguish th
in

g
s (pencl) 

I 
rk of reason 1

0
 ,om

u 
see tie w

o 
. 

) and fom
1ing these concepts into ju

d
g

m
en

ts. 
and non-pencil. etc. 

·t· 
. 

h 
P resuppositions. 

A
 

presuppos1 10n 
1s 

w
h

at is 
O

ur judgm
ents 

ave 
b true for the judgm

ent at hand to b
e tru

e: for instance 
assum

ed, or m
ust 

e 
, 

. 
. 

, 
. 

d 
ture o

f the being m
 question

. W
hen w

e are to
ld

 that 
tJie extStence an 

na 
. 

. • 
11 

operate w
ithin a fram

ew
ork o

f w
h

at 1t m
ean

s for there 
a pencil IS

 ye ow
, w

e 
. 

. 
•r 

O
 

fram
ew

ork includes that p
en

o
ls exist an

d
 h

av
e proper-

to be penc1 s. 
ur 

· 
. 

ties like colors. T
his presupposes the concept o

f bem
g. 

W
hen w

e think about our presupposition being, w
e n

atu
rally

 b
eg

in
 to 

ask ,l'l,m
 did this com

e from
, o

r has this alw
ays been? T

his is a natural 
question for young children to ask ju

st as they begin to
 learn

 to
 think, and 

ff it now
 seem

s unnatural to the adult, it is only because th
e ad

u
lt has 

abandoned that original curiosity in favor o
f skepticism

. F
o

r th
e p

en
cil, w

e 
conclude it has not alw

ays been. It cam
e from

 so
m

eth
in

g
 else: w

o
o

d. F
or 

wood. w
e conclude that it has not alw

ays been; it cam
e fro

m
 so

m
eth

in
g

 
elsr: a trtt. A

nd a seed, and back to
 the first tree, an

d
 th

is m
ak

es u
s ask 

about the origin o
f Ii~

, and ultim
ately since w

e can
n

o
t press th

is b
ack

 to 
infinity, it forces us to ask w

hat has enstedfrom
 eternity? 

O
ur m

ost basic belief, or our m
ost basic presupposition, h

as to
 d

o
 w

ith 
w

hat bas existed from
 eternity (w

ithout beginning). If w
e tran

sp
o

rt the 
judgm

ent, the pencil is ~
llo

w
, into one o

r another fram
ew

ork ab
o

u
t w

h
at is 

n
m

ial, ~
 w

ill S
tt how

 the m
eaning is altered o

n
ce w

e ask
 questions 

outside of the im
m

ediate practical. Is the pencil p
art o

f th
e creatio

n
 o

f G
od, 

is it an illusion in the m
ind o

f B
rahm

an, is it a m
erely m

aterial object 
com

posrd o
f eternal atom

s? T
his is called philosophical am

b
ig

u
ity

. 
W

e can m
ap the possible presuppositions ab

o
u

t w
h

at is etern
al an

d
 in 

doing this learn to locate ourselves and others o
n

 th
e m

ap
 ab

o
u

t basic 
beliefs. A

t first, there appears to be three possibilities: all is etern
al; o

n
ly

 
som

e is eternal; none is eternal. A
t first, because w

e can
 u

se critical 
~

nalysis_ to fi nd th
at one o

f these is not possible. T
his w

ill b
e a u

sefu
l 

,llustrauon o
f w

hat it m
eans to think critically as w

ell as to
 h

elp
 n

arro
w

 
the spectrum

 o
f possible beliefs about w

hat is et 
I 

. 
em

a
. 

N
one 

,s
 etem

al is not one o
f th 

b 
. 

. 
. 

. 
. . 

e 
as1c beliefs because it involves an 

1m
poss1b1hty. R

em
em

ber that reason is ontological, m
ean

in
g

 th
at it applies 

JIIIII 
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m

endm
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to being as w
ell _as to ~

o
u

_ghL
 _If w

e fin~ ~ contradiction, it is not possible in 
thought n

o
r bem

g (thinking is ao
 actlvtty o

f being, and so these are not 
absolute di_stinction_sl-N

one is eternal is not the sam
e as saying all is change. 

T
he latter (m

 H
erachtus, B

uddha, an
d

 others) affirm
s that w

hiJe no individual 
thing has existed from

 eternity, th
e flow

 o
f these extends into eternity; it is 

a form
 o

f all is eternal. R
ather, none is eternal as.serts that all is tem

poral, all 
had a beginning, all cam

e into being, an
d

 finally all cam
e into being from

 
nonbeing. T

he claim
 o

f none is eternal is that being cam
e from

 nonbeing. 
T

here w
as once nothing, an

d
 then som

ething cam
e into existence. 

T
he distinction betw

een being an
d

 nortbeing is the m
ost basic and 

fundam
ental distinction w

e can
 m

ake in thinking. It is the absolute dis
tinction. N

o o
n

e confuses these tw
o. W

e m
ight disagree about w

hat exists, 
but w

e d
o

n't confuse ex
istin

g
 w

ith
 n

o
n

-existing. A
nd no w

orldview
 con

fuses these. F
rom

 nothing nothing com
es. N

onbeing cannot g
ive rise to 

being, an
d

 can
n

o
t b

e su
ch

 th
at it existed, and then som

ething cam
e from

 it, 
nor can

 b
ein

g
 co

m
e o

u
t o

f n
o

n
b

ein
g. To say th

at the law
s o

f thought did 
not yet exist if there w

as o
n

ly
 n

o
n

 being an
d

 therefore do not apply is to still 
affirm

 th
at a

t so
m

e p
o

in
t n

o
n

b
ein

g
 existed. E

ach tim
e w

e see this kind o
f 

assertion an
d

 inquire further (a universe from
 nothing; a universe that 

creates itself) w
e find th

at nothing is really som
ething (quantum

 foam
; 

gravity). If none is eternal can
n

o
t be true, th

en
 it follow

s that som
ething 

m
ust be eternal. 
It is d

ear to
 reason th

at som
ething m

ust be eternal. W
e find the w

orld's 
belief system

 lum
ped into these tw

o
 presuppositions: A

ll is eternal (m
aterial 

m
onism

; spiritual m
onism

; dualism
); o

n
ly

 som
e is eternal (theism

; deism
). W

e 
can use the sam

e m
ethod seen above o

f critical analysis to find that there is 
indeed both eternal an

d
 tem

poral being, G
od and the creation, so that only 

som
e is eternal an

d
 th

e contrary assertion confuses tem
poral being (or denies 

its existence) w
ith

 external being (confuses the creation w
ith G

od; non-G
od 

w
ith G

od). T
his illustrates b

o
th

 w
h

at it m
eans to think presuppositionally and 

w
hat it m

eans to
 th

in
k

 critically. T
rue critical thinking m

ust identify our 
presuppositions an

d
 test them

 for m
eaning. 

W
e can also identify w

h
at it m

eans to
 think presuppositionally in subject 

m
atter. O

ur beliefs, o
r suppositions, have assum

ptions, or presuppositions. 
T

hese follow
 a pattern from

 ethics. to
 m

etaphysics, to epistem
ology. E

thics Is 
the study o

f w
hat w

e ought to do. O
ur choices presuppo~

 beliefs about w
hat Is 

good. T
hese, in

 turn, presuppose beliefs about hum
an nature and w

hat is real. 
This is the study o

f m
etaphysics. T

oe good for a being is based o
n

 the nature o
f 
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. dood for a horse; good for a car). A
nd so to 

b . g (good for a hum
an, 0 

that 
em

 
. 

know
ind about 

the 
nature 

o
f the 

being. 
h I is good 

reqw
res 

0 
• 

• 

know
 

w
 a 

ak 
diffi rent and com

peting choices precisely hecaU
se 

tly people m
 

e 
e 

. 
C

onsequen 
.' 

d 
eting beliefs about w

hat is good. To think 
th 

have different an 
com

p 
. 

ey 
. . 

. 
aJV

7e how
 these beliefs about w

hat IS
 good are 

presuppos1ltonaH
y IS to an 

J
-

• 

ndcd in beliefs about hum
an nature and w

hat IS real. 
grou 

d
. 

th"se beliefs about w
hat is real, about hum

an nature and 
Presuppose 

m
 

... 
. 

. 
. 

• 
1 

b"liefs about how
 know

ledge 1s possible. Som
etim

es 
w

hat 1s etcm
a , are 

... 
. 

, 
. 

· 
1 1

-.1
 and conscious but m

any tim
es a person s ep1stcm

o-
these are art1cu a ru

 
' 

logical fram
ew

ork operates at an unobserved level. People ~re often not 

aw
are of their epistem

ology in fonning beliefs and conclusw
ns. W

e can 

say they are unconscious and inconsistent. T
he Socratic process w

as one o
f 

grow
th in consciousness and consistency through defining m

eaning. 

Presuppositional thinking relates to religious liberty because w
e can 

identify the assum
ptions 

on w
hich such liberty rests. T

he 
liberty o

f 

A
thens could only extend so far. Its extension w

as to the borders o
f 

presum
ed know

ledge. W
hen this w

as called into question, those in author

ity had to act. 
Liberty in the m

odem
 age cannot sim

ply rest on skepticism
. T

his is often 

bow
 such liberty is presented: Since each person has an opinion, and since 

know
ledge of religious m

atters is not possible, the governm
ent or society 

cannot take a position on religious m
atters and m

ust instead take no 

position and allow
 each person to w

orship as seen ftt. T
his skepticism

 

only lasts as long as it is not consistently applied. The resulting pluralism
 

extends until it is too m
uch for the civil order. 

T
hr alternative form

ulation is that som
e things about G

od and the good 

are clrar to reason and m
ake up the foundation o

f religious belief. It is true 

that religious w
orship or belief cannot be com

pelled. B
elief or assent 

cannot be com
pelled. A

nd so w
hile the governm

ent can indeed affirm
 

w
J1at counts as religious beliefs (w

e hold these truths to be self-evident, 

~tc.), !' ~oes not follow
 from

 this that it m
ust com

pel individuals o
r groups 

•~ religious m
atters. So, it can be true that religious liberty and constitu

tional governm
ent rest on know

n presuppositions about the nature o
f 

reali~
 and the good and also true that it is not possible to com

pel persons 

to believe w
hat they do not think is true. The responsibility is on each 

person to pursue m
eaning by know

ing w
hat is clear. 

The First Am
endm

ent and N
atural R

eligion 

Conclusion 

w
e need not accept a narrow

 defm
ition o

f religion. R
eligion is a hum

an 

activity aim
ed at finding m

eaning. N
or m

ust w
e accept pragm

atic and 

pluralist solutions as final solutions. T
hese are at best a m

eans to an end. 

A
nd that end is the sam

e in religion as in any other hum
an discipline: to 

com
e to have know

ledge that provides unity and agreem
ent. T

his know
l

edge begins w
ith the kinds o

f questions asked in the field o
f natural 

religion
. T

here are w
ays in w

hich pluralism
 m

ight be enforced that are 

essentially attem
pts at coercion o

f religious beliefs. 

T
he general neglect o

f natural religion is not surprising. A
nd this neglect 

is behind m
any o

f the false antinom
ies that arise, including private-public. 

W
e can continue to sm

ooth out our approach to First A
m

endm
ent cases by 

w
eighing w

here burdens fall to the individual and society in cases o
f 

conflict. A
n increasingly pluralistic society m

akes this increasingly diffi

cult. O
ur conflicts reflect com

peting values that are grounded in contra

dictory beliefs about w
hat is real. To continue to operate together requires 

com
m

on ground about w
hat is real, about w

hat is good, about reason, and 

about thinking. 
A

s w
e saw

 in our consideration o
f Jefferson, it is not possible to coerce 

agreem
ent. T

his, com
bined w

ith philosophical skepticism
 about basic 

beliefs (w
e cannot know

), leads to a kind o
f pluralism

 that is understood 

to be inevitable. T
his view

 says that know
ledge is not possible and w

e w
ill 

never agree. It says that nothing is clear to reason. T
his is not the only w

ay 

to interpret pluralism
. T

he current reality of pluralism
 can be agreed upon 

(and explained) w
ithout the specious conclusion o

f philosophical skepti

cism
. K

now
ledge o

f basic things is possible through the diligent use o
f 

reason in seeking to know
. T

he current reality o
f pluralism

 could be 

explained either as the result o
f people seeking to know

 w
hile know

ledge 

is im
possible or as people not seeking to know

 w
hile know

ledge in reality is 

available (clear to reason). W
e have considered exam

ples above to argue 

for the latter: It is clear to reason that som
ething is eternal, that only G

od 

the C
reator is eternal. A

s thinking beings, our highest good is to know
 this. 

The reality that it is clear that G
od exists can be true, and it is also true 

that political and legal coercion in this m
atter is not useful, profitable, or 

even possible. It need not be enforced by law
, although the law

 can affm
n 

im
portant truths that it takes to be the groundw

ork for all else (again, 
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d nee) This is what 1t means to say 
. flndepen e · 

. der the Declaration o 
cons1 d b reason. . 
religion is propagate ~ f rcion that naturally occurs and 1s una ... . kind o coe 

However, there is a . h t arises from the need for meaning. Tb 
. · the coercion t a . t voidable. Tu1s 1s d. g boredom and guilt that accompany it, is· 

. nd the atten m 
loss of mean mg, a . h to the use of reason to find meaning or into 

It shes us e1t er 
unbearable. pu 

1 
f meaning and distract us from its conse-

ess to cover-up our oss o . f d exc . If-destructive and a kind o eath. By way of 
uences. Tue latter is se . . 

q . . w· ht 11 the more the hfe of reason as the hght of humanity contrast, 1t h1g 1g s a . 
) Th l·ty of this death raises for us the question of redemption (John 1 :4 . e rea 1 . . 

and highlights the need for the diligent study of natur~l r~hg10n. 
we need not be restricted to the actual and continumg cases about 

religious liberty. We can raise questions about whether pluralism must 
presuppose philosophical skepticism and what the law must presuppose 
about pluralism. Westphalia was a kind of stopgap measure that allowed 
for the liberty and time to come to knowledge and agreement. It need not be 
understood as the final end. If it has been our common state to neglect what 
is clear about God from natural religion, then we can and should acknowl
edge this and turn from it. 
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