When Believers Think
Richard Rice
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eaching university courses in
religion, I find my greatest
challenges coming from two contrasting sorts of students. Some students feel that their religious
convictions are so obviously true
that they need no examination at
all. Others insist that religion is so
obviously false that it does not
deserve serious consideration.
I encountered two students years
ago who epitomized these opposing
attitudes. "Dan" was a tall, dark
ministerial student, who hated
every class he took from me, and
the program unfortunately required
him to take several. He disliked
thinking seriously about religion,
and his disdain for the process was
obvious ~ He sat in the middle of the
classroom with a look of studied
boredom on his face. He never took
notes, never asked a question,
never spoke except to complain that
theological ideas were nothing but
mind-games played by misguided
people.
"Dave" was equally disenchanted with his courses from
me, but for entirely different
reasons. Convinced that religion
had nothing to recommend it to
thinking people like himself, he
openly ridiculed anyone who
believed the stuff. And he accused
those who defended it, like me, of
rationalizing a hopeless position
because they were either unwilling
to think or else afraid to let people
know what they really believed.
As these extremes demonstrate,
the relation between faith and
reason must be defined with great
care. In response to both the Dans
and the Daves in my classes I always present religion as something
that both needs and deserves careful investigation. I argue that faith
and reason are much closer than
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many people think, although there
are very important differences between them. In other words, I urge
believers to think, and I encourage
thinkers to believe.

Reconciling
Faith and Reason
The relation between faith and
reason is one of the oldest concerns
in Christianity, and it is a question
that refuses to go away. For centuries Christians generally took the
importance of faith for granted and
questioned the value of reason. In
the modern world, however, the
situation is reversed. About 200
years ago a momentous change in
Western thought took place, and
the burden of proof shifted to the
other side. As one of Tom
Stop pard t s characters puts it,
"There is presumably a calendar
date-a moment-when the onus of
proof passed from the atheist to the
believer, when, quite suddenly,
secretly, the noes had it. ,,1 Today
most educated people take for
granted the value of reason, while
the status of faith is problematic.
They call faith to account for itself
at the bar of reason, not the other
way around. The force of this challenge typically puts believers on the
defensive. Consequently, many
Christians regard serious thinking
as a threat to faith, and they look
for ways to avoid it.
The time has come for us to
abandon this defensive posture and
give the relation of faith and reason
another look. The fact is that reason
is not necessarily a threat to faith,
but a tremendous help to it. For one
thing, careful thinking can
strengthen religious commitment,
once faith is already present. For
another, it can open the way for
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faith, helping to prepare people for
religious commitment. Let's examine both contributions.
According to the Bible, careful
thinking plays a central role in
religious experience. Several passages describe growth in
knowledge as an important element
in the Christian life. The letter of 2
Peter, for example, exhorts its
readers to "make every effort to
supplement your faith with virtue,
and virtue with knowledge, and
knowledge with self-control, and
self-control with steadfastness, and
steadfastness with godliness, and
godliness with brotherly affection,
and brotherly affection with
love. "2 Acts of the Apostles praises
the Jews of Beroea, "for they
received the word with all eagerness, examining the scriptures
dail~ to see if these things were
so."
In Philippians Paul prays that his
readers' love "may abound more
and more, with knowledge and all
discernment.,,4 Colossians contains the similar prayer that its
readers will "be filled with the
knowledge of [God's] will in all
spiritual wisdom and understanding ... bearing fruit in every
good work and increasing in the
knowledge of God. "5
The Bible also criticizes Christians for a lack of intellectual
growth. The letter of Hebrews, for
example, bemoans its readers'
failure to advance beyond a
rudimentary grasp of God's word,
and urggs them to go on to
maturity. Similarly, Paul calls
Christians in Corinth "babes in
Christ," because they are still of the
flesh and .pterefore unready for
solid food.
The New Testament also
describes the role of understanding

in th e Chri sti an life . It leads to a
life of fruitful activity. It contributes to the general upbuilding of
th e Chris tian co mmunity. And
most imp ortant, it strength ens
faith. Careful thinking increases
co mprehe nsion, and incr eased
comprehension deepens religious
co mmitment. Colossians 2:2 links
together the ideas of knowl edge,
und ersta nding, and conviction ,
with th e hope that Christians will
"come to the full wealth of convicti on which understanding brings"
(N .E.B.) .
Ellen G. White urges Christians
to ex amine their beliefs carefully in
ord er to deepen spiritual co nfid ence and meet oppos ition and
criti cism. In fact, she says thi s is
the onl y way to keep pace with the
advancement of truth itself. "We
must not tilink," she states, "'Well ,
we have all th e truth, we und erstand the main pill ars of our faith,
and w e m a y r es t o n thi s
kno wled ge . ' Th e truth is an advancing truth , and we must wal k in
th e increasing light. ,,8 She e ve n
speaks of heaven as a school where
edu cati on will continue for eternity, s ince there will co ntinuall y
a ri se "n e w truth s to c o mprehend . ,,9

Dealing With Doubt
Bes ides helping us understand
what we believe, careful thinking
can also help us respond to qu estions or doubts about our beliefs .
Th e typical path of personal faith is
not a smooth , uninterrupted growth
in co nfid ence . There are hill s and
va ll eys in every rei ig ious experience. Soo ner or later, we all
meet with trials and obstacl es that
tes t our trust in God. Wh en this
happens, reason can help us. Finding answ ers to diffi cult questions
about our be liefs c an g reatl y
strength en our confidence. In fact,
many people believe that dispelling
doubt is th e most important contri bution reaso n ca n ma ke to
· .
.
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reI Iglous expenence.

Bes ides in creasi ng commitment
and overcoming doubt, reason also
affects t h e way we look at o ur
beliefs. Under careful examination
the perceived importance of certain
beli efs can increase or dec rease.
Beliefs we once placed at the center
of our fa ith may move to the
periphery, and beliefs first thought
to b e second ary may ass um e
p rim ary imp o rtance . Rat io na l
scrutiny can also affect the relative
co nfid ence we h ave in certain
beliefs . People occasionally discover that some of their long-held
id eas are not as well-fou nded as
th ey ea rl ier thought. And sometimes th ey find th at the evidence to
support certa in ideas is more impress ive than it tirst appeared.
Careful thinking often reveals
th at the traditional arguments for
our bel iefs are inadequate . But it
can also lead to th e d iscovery of
other arguments th at g ive them a
stronger bas is than ever. Finally,
when Christians th ink carefu ll y,
th ey sometimes fi nd that the entire
dim ension of beli ef beco mes less
im po rtant w ithin th e ir over all
relig ious life. After exami ning
th eir beliefs, people may discover
th at perso nal relationships, sharing th e life
of t he reli g ious co mmunity, is more important to th em t han th e
specif ic doctrines they
hold.
As these variations in
th e effects of rat ional
inqui ry indi cate, th ere
is always a risk involved i n thin k in g
seriously about fa ith.
You can never guarantee the outcome. Carefu l t hi n k ing can
d eve lop a ns we rs to
qu es ti o ns, di scove r
fu rther evidence to support beliefs, increase
und e r s ta nd in g a nd
d eepen co mmi tment.
But th e same act ivity
can also expose inadeDI ALO GUE 3 - 199 2

qu ate argum ents, raise questions,
introduce doubt, and weaken confidence.
In view of its potential liabilities,
so me p eopl e feel that the benefits
of rational inquiry are not worth the
r isk, and th ey refu se to entertain
questions about their beliefs. In the
long run , however, this approach
is doomed to fail. Sooner or later,
truth will "out," as they say, di fficult qu estions will arise. And if
th ese qu estions em er ge after attempts to stifle the process of inquiry , th e threat to faith can be
enormous . Peopl e who finall y start
ask ing qu estions often suspect
th ose who discouraged them from
do ing so of deliberately trying to
hi de so mething. So, whatever the
ri s ks of subj ecting our beli efs to
serious inquiry, the risks of refu sing to do so are greater.
Besides the fact that it won' t
work- not in the long run- there is
a more fundam ental reason to reject
a protective strategy in matters of
fa ith. Refusing to ex amin e our
beli efs is incompatible with the inhe re nt confid ence of faith. Faith
involves the conviction that you can
stake your life on the object of your
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trust. Mature believers do not always feel a special burden to offer
intellectual arguments for their
faith. But they are never reluctant
to examine their beliefs when the
situation calls for it, and they never
discourage others from inquiring
into them. People who refuse to
reflect on their religious convictions, and who are unable or unwilling to offer any reasons for
their beliefs, convey the impression
that they are either not clear about
what they believe or that the confidence they profess to have in their
beliefs really isn't there.
Although the search for evidence
to support religious beliefs ordinarily takes place where religious
commitment is already present,
careful thinking sometimes
prepares the way for religious commitment. Consider the best-known
attempts to provide rational support
for religion, for example, the classical arguments for the reality of
God. They point to the existence of
a supreme being who could reach
out, if he chose to, and establish a
personal relationship with us. The
results of this inquiry are minimal,
compared to anything like a fullfledged doctrine of God, but they
can help to prepare the way for
conscious religious commitment.
By demonstrating that general
human experience contains
evidence that God exists, these arguments refute the familiar objection that religion is nothing but a
private prejudice or a personal intuition. By thus removing some of
the obstacles that prevent people
from respecting religion, reason
can establ ish faith as an option for
thinking persons.
Important as the contribution of
reason is to faith, it would be a
serious mistake to overestimate it.
Careful thinking can assist faith in
several significant ways, but faith
is never just a product of rational
thought. Logic alone can never take
someone all the way from unbelief
to the point where trust in God is
the only possible outcome.
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The Limits of Reason
Several things limit the role that
reason plays in faith, foremost
among them the facts of experience. The origins of faith are
notoriously obscure. People virtually never come to believe
through a straightforward process
of rational investigation, and it is
doubtful that philosophical arguments have ever converted
anybody.ll Instead of logical
evidence, the factors that lead to
faith are largely non-rational in
character. They are often vague
impressions, the subtle influence of
other persons, or the special emotions that certain experiences
awaken.
These observations agree with
the biblical account of conversion.
Jesus compares the new birth to the
wind, whose origin and destination
are imperceptible. "The wind
blows where it wills, and you hear
the sound of it, but you do not know
whence it comes or whither it goes;
so it is with everyone who is born
of the Spirit. "12 If conversion came
about through a process of rational
investigation, we would be able to
provide a clear, step-by-step account of its arrival. But we never
can. We can chart the general
course of faith development and
observe the characteristics it exhibits in different situations and
stages of life, but the actual emergence of faith is inscrutable. It always has an element of mystery.
Something that further defines
the role of reason in faith is the fact
that the quality of faith, the depth
of personal religious commitment,
is not directly proportional to intellectual ability. Extensive learning
does not guarantee a strong
religious commitment. In fact, the
opposite is often true. People can
become less interested in religious
matters as they become more educated. We often refer to the "simple
faith" of children as an outstanding
example of religious devotion, and
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a child's trust is typically untroubled by the complexities that
occupy older people.
Besides the facts of experience
just mentioned, the nature of faith
itself limits the contribution reason
can make. Faith presupposes personal freedom, and freedom requires genuine alternatives. If trust
in God were the only available
position, if reason permitted no
other possibility, then faith would
be nothing more than admitting the
obvious. It would not be a free
response to God's saving love.
Moreover, it would also contradict
the giftedness of salvation. If
human reason could produce faith,
then faith would represent a human
achievement, a type of intellectual
works righteousness, not a
response to divine grace.
The notion that reason can
produce religious commitment also
conflicts with the degree of confidence characteristic of genuine
faith. Faith involves complete confidence. It is the trusting certainty
that its object is totally reliable. In
contrast, rational investigation
never achieves more than a high
degree of probability, at least in
matters of personal significance.
So, rational inference cannot
produce the trusting certainty of
faith. This is why we think of faith
as going beyond the available
evidence. It affirms and trusts in
more than reason by itself could
ever prove.
The fact that reason does not
produce faith has important consequences for personal religious experience. Since the results of such
investigation are not completely
conclusive, there is always room
for doubt. We never reach the point
where we are so secure in our
convictions that we are beyond the
possibility of losing them, so close
to God that we could never drift
away. Just as each development in
our experience brings new
evidence to support our trust in
God, each phase of life presents
new challenges to our confidence

in God.
The Bible's most outstanding examples of faith faced their greatest
tests as mature believers. Job and
Abraham had their faith severely
tried after they had been close to
God for many years. This suppcrts
a po int that ex istentialist Christian
theologians have often made. Faith
is never a permanent achievement.
It is not something we acquire once
and for all, but something we must
affirm again and again in the concrete experiences of life.
The bottom line is that reason
contributes to faith in impcrtant but
limited ways . By showing that faith
is intellectuall y responsible, reason
can prepare the way for faith and it
can strengthen faith once it is
present. So it is a grave mistake to
disregard what reason has to say to
religion. At the same time, it is
equally mistaken to overemphasize

the significance of reason for faith.
Beli evers have a valuable opportunity and a solemn responsibi lity
to think. But there will always be
more to faith than thinking alone
can accompli sh.
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than one billion viewers througho ut thc world may have also seen
it via tclevi sion.

to support thei r faith. "God never asks

us to believe," she asserts, "without
giving sufficient evidence upon whicb
to base our faith. His existence, His
charac ter, the truthfulness of His
word, are all estab ~ shed by testimony

that appeals to our reason; and this
testimony is abundant" (Steps to Christ
[Mountain View, Calif.: Pacific Press
Publishing Association, n.d.], p. 105).
11. This do es not invalidate the
enterprise of formulating such proofs,
in spite of what so me people think.
(See, for example, lohn Hick, Introduction to T1le Existellce of God, lohn
Hick, ed . [New York: Macmillan,
1964] , p. 5.)
12. John 3:8.
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A. Jus tificatioll is: (1) TIle dec larat ion (hal s illll ers are righteous
on accOlml of the external merits of Chris t. (nJisforensic view is
Ihe classica l Lutheran position.) (2) A real transfonnation of
persons from a slate of s i,ifuln ess 10 t/tal of righteollsness. (I1Jis is
a laller LlIlheron view Ihal seeks 10 rise above Ihe problem of
wJ/inamianism and cheap grace.)
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Questions on Amlinian Innuence
I enjoyed reading the article on John \Vcslcy
by Russell L. S"'plcs (''' 1 Felt My Heart Stnmgely Warmed,'" Dialog lle, Vol. 3, No.3).
Howeve r, it is not generally accepted that our
theologica l base, as Sevcnth-day Adventists, is
Arminian. During the 1888-1896 period, A. T.
Jones and E. J . Waggoner taught thal Chri.'it's
sacrifice had already done something for every
human being, free from our initiative to make
it so. All were lega lly justLficd in Christ (sec E.
1. Waggoner, Siglls oJ the Times, March 12,
1896; January 16 , t896.) This position was
quite different from the prov isional ideas of
Arminian theology, with its emphasis on our
acceptance of Christ's sacrifice before justification occurs. Arnold WaUcnkampf, in his book
Wlwt Every Christian Should Know Aboul Juslification, c learly docs 1I0t teach that Anninian
thought is Sc riptural.
Nancy J . Smolke
Harpers Ferry, Iowa, U.S.A.

nle Author Replies:
Di,fferelU.:es between llflders/(wdings a/justification are complex; and, wifortlUJOtely.
direct answers are 1101 easily derived/rom
Scriplllre. Crucial views regarding justification
eQ1J be summarized (lsfollows:
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