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Introduction

In the opening pages of the Summa contra Gentiles, Thomas Aquinas articulates a theology 

of faith and reason that both establishes the possibility of Christian apologetics and identifies the 

limits of the apologetic task. The Summa contra Gentiles has traditionally been interpreted as an 

attempt to argue for the rational plausibility of the Christian faith in the face of the growing 

challenge from Greco-Islamic philosophy. Whether or not Thomas intended for this treatise to 

support actual missionary efforts, a view now disputed by many interpreters, he explicitly 

explores the question of whether one may defend the Christian faith on rational grounds that are 

shared by both the Christian and the unbeliever, and he offers strategic advice on which 

apologetic approach is likely to be most persuasive.
1
 Foundationalist elements in Aquinas’s 

epistemology allow him to be moderately optimistic about the possibility for a productive 

intellectual encounter between the believer and the non-Christian. According to Aquinas, when a 

non-Christian’s lack of belief renders simple appeal to scripture ineffective, the Christian arguing 

for the faith still has “recourse to natural reason, to which all are compelled to assent.”
2
 A shared 

rationality among all human persons provides common ground for conversation and argument 

even when multiple faith perspectives are represented.  

Thomas argues that this shared natural reason compels one’s assent because it is grounded 

in a foundation of indubitable principles which are self-evidently true and thus do not need the 

                                                
1
 For an overview of traditional interpretations of the purpose of the Summa contra Gentiles, see Rudi A. Te Velde, 

“Natural Reason in the Summa contra Gentiles,” in Thomas Aquinas: Contemporary Philosophical Perspectives, ed. 

Brian Davies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002): 118-123. For an example of a strategic apologetic suggestion 

offered by Thomas, see Book I, chapter 9, where Thomas compares the persuasive power of arguments from 

scriptural authority to “probable” arguments for particular Christian doctrines, which may aid the believer but are 

likely to be counterproductive in persuading the unbeliever. 
2
 Thomas Aquinas, The Summa contra Gentiles, trans. English Dominican Fathers (London, UK: Burns Oates & 

Washbourne, 1924), Book I, chapter 2. Henceforth cited in the following manner: SCG I, 2. 
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support of inferential proofs.
3
 A proposition that is inferred from these first principles can be 

known with certainty by anyone who, by means of sufficient intellectual acuity and investment 

of mental energy, is able to see the necessary relationship between the proposition and the 

principles. Though Thomas does not believe that specifically Christian beliefs such as God’s 

Trinitarian nature or the incarnation can be proven on the basis of foundationalist rationality, he 

does argue that the truth of certain presuppositions of the Christian faith, or “preambles,” can be 

demonstrated through inferential reasoning from the first principles.
4
 These preambles include, 

among other things, beliefs about God’s existence, goodness, and simplicity. Furthermore, 

Aquinas believes that natural reasoning can be used to rebut any objection to the Christian faith 

that purports to show an incompatibility between Christianity and the first principles.
5
 Such 

objections must be based on faulty reasoning, according to Thomas, and by identifying these 

faults in logic reason may be employed to defend the rational plausibility of the Christian faith. 

Foundationalist rationality, since it is assumed to be common to all persons, thus serves as the 

starting point for an apologetic dialogue that is limited in potential but is still a productive and 

important way of engaging the nonbeliever. 

Beginning in the twentieth century, the foundationalist epistemology undergirding

Thomas’s notion of natural reason has been vigorously attacked on both theological and 

philosophical grounds. The strand of neo-orthodox theology inaugurated by Karl Barth sees in 

foundationalism a subtle but lethal idolatry which privileges human theories of knowledge over 

the unique vision of truth that is made manifest the Word of God. The philosophical critique of 

                                                
3
 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Blackfriar edition (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1964 and later), Secunda 

Secundae Partis, Question 1, Article 4. Henceforth cited in the following manner: ST II-II, 1, 4 (replies to objections 

will be preceded by “ad”). For greater detail, see Thomas Aquinas, Exposition of the Posterior Analytics of Aristotle, 

trans. Pierre Conway, O.P. (Quebec: M. Doyon, 1956), Part I, Lectures 2-5. See, for example, Lecture 4, 15 and 

Lecture 5, 7. 
4

SCG I, 3; ST I, 2, 2, ad 1. 
5

ST I, 1, 8; SCG I, 7. 
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foundationalism has found its most radical expression in postmodern thought, which suggests 

that rationality is not guided by self-evident propositions common to all people, but is instead 

thoroughly influenced by biases and perspectives that are irreducibly particular to specific 

communities and cultures. Though abandoning foundationalism need not entail completely 

abandoning the idea of some form of common rationality,
6
 neither Barth nor the postmodern 

thinkers that will be considered here feel compelled to resist the claim that rationality is 

thoroughly shaped by particular cultures.  Thus, where Thomas had seen a common human 

rationality, many recent nonfoundationalist thinkers, coming from both theological and 

philosophical perspectives, have seen a plurality of mutually incompatible “rationalities.” 

This notion of many rationalities undermines Thomas’s moderate apologetic optimism in 

two ways. First, if there are multiple rationalities that are at least somewhat incommensurable, 

then Thomas’s confidence that rationality is oriented towards the truth is called into question. If 

two people who employ differing rationalities can consider the same information and still arrive 

at contrary conclusions (even when these rationalities are being employed “properly”), then the 

connection between rationality and truth is weakened. Since some rationalities may be more true 

than others, there is no guarantee that simple appeal to reason will guide one towards the 

Christian faith even if that faith is true; it all depends on which version of “reason” is being 

appealed to. Second, the notion of a plurality of rationalities does away with the idea that reason 

can always serve as a common ground for apologetic dialogue. Reason may be shared by two 

people who inhabit the same culture and worldview, but across lines of culture and belief reason 

is yet one more area of division. Apologetic appeals to reason in this case would require bridging 

two different rationalities; the Christian faith would have to be translated into terms accessible to 

                                                
6
 Some philosophers offer coherentism, for example, as a common form of rationality that, unlike foundationalism, 

need not presuppose specific beliefs. 
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the unbeliever’s particular way of thinking. But such bridge-building may be impossible if the 

unbeliever’s rationality contains elements which are fundamentally antithetical to the Christian 

worldview. In this case, apologetic appeals to reason would be at best ineffective and at worst 

would tempt the apologist into warping and compromising the Christian faith in an effort to 

make it appear “rational.” From the perspective of many contemporary nonfoundationalists, 

Thomas’s apologetic impulses in the Summa contra Gentiles are not only naïve, but potentially 

harmful as well. 

In this essay, I will explore the breach that has developed between the thought of Thomas 

and his contemporary antifoundationalist critics in their understanding of the apologetic task. 

Though apologetics will be the specific focus of this paper, the competing views of apologetics 

are grounded in different theological and philosophical perspectives on faith, reason, and their 

interrelationship. Thus much of my analysis will be focused on Thomas’s views on faith and 

reason and the criticism directed at these views by contemporary nonfoundationalist theologians. 

The interpretation of Aquinas’s views on faith and reason is hotly contested today, with some 

interpreters arguing that the apparent breach between Thomas and recent nonfoundationalist 

theology is not as significant as it might at first seem, if there is indeed any breach at all. These 

interpreters attempt to rescue Aquinas from his rationalistic interpreters in order to show that 

Aquinas’s views on faith and reason have much more in common with recent 

antifoundationalists than was previously supposed, avoiding the brunt of their criticisms.
7
 The 

                                                
7
 Some of the most significant examples of these re-readings include the following: Eugene F. Rogers, Jr., Thomas 

Aquinas and Karl Barth: Sacred Doctrine and the Natural Knowledge of God (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 

Dame Press, 1995);    Bruce D. Marshall, “Aquinas as Postliberal Theologian,” The Thomist 53:2 (1989), 353-402;    

and John Milbank & Catherine Pickstock, Truth in Aquinas (New York: Routledge, 2001). All of these authors rely 

to some degree on Victor Preller, Divine Science and the Science of God: A reformulation of Thomas Aquinas 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1967). I do not attempt to offer thorough and direct responses to any of 

these projects in this essay, though as my citations will show, my own interpretation of Aquinas’s views on faith and 

reason has benefited from the works of these authors, and I have incorporated some of their conclusions into my 

own thinking. 
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first task of this paper, then, is an interpretive one. In order to precisely locate the differences 

between Thomas and recent critics, I will first discuss two nonfoundationalist critiques of the 

apologetic task: Karl Barth’s theological critique, and the postliberal theology of George 

Lindbeck,
8
 which is grounded in postmodern sociological and philosophical thought rather than 

theology per se. After presenting the positions of Barth and Lindbeck, I will then offer an 

interpretation of Aquinas’s views on reason and faith. Finally, I will consider what sort of 

theology of apologetics emerges from Aquinas’s understanding of the faith/reason relationship, 

and evaluate this theology in light of the theological and philosophical concerns raised by Barth 

and Lindbeck. My hope is to sketch the beginnings of a theology of apologetics that is sensitive 

to the concerns of recent critiques but that also offers a constructive way forward in the 

important task of intellectually engaging non-Christian perspectives. Before proceeding, a word 

about the meaning of the term apologetics is in order: Though some may define the word more 

narrowly—to designate a particular style of argumentation or an exercise in natural theology, for 

instance—for the purposes of this essay I use “apologetics” in a broad sense to designate the task 

of intellectually engaging non-Christians in the attempt to persuade and influence them towards 

Christian belief. A theology of apologetics will attempt to articulate the proper role of 

apologetics (if any), the value of this task, its potential and limitations, and the apologetic 

approach which is most constructive and faithful. 

                                                
8
 My choice of George Lindbeck as a representative of contemporary nonfoundationalism was influenced by Bruce 

Marshall’s article, “Aquinas as Postliberal Theologian,” in which Marshall argues for a convergence between the 

thought of Lindbeck and Thomas. Though I have learned much from this article, I see less similarity and 

convergence between Thomas and Lindbeck than does Marshall. 
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Nonfoundationalist critiques of the apologetic task

Karl Barth, the most significant theologian of the 20
th

 century, offers a powerful 

theological critique of foundationalist apologetics that continues to remain influential today. 

Barth does not offer a philosophical critique of foundationalist epistemology, but instead grounds 

his argument in a theology of revelation that emphasizes God’s sovereign grace and God’s 

otherness. First, Barth argues that seeking to validate knowledge of God by grounding it in a 

foundationalist framework or some other human theory of knowledge would suggest that 

Christian faith is, at least in part, a free human decision and a human accomplishment.
9
 To 

justify Christian belief by appealing to some theory of epistemic justification implies that human 

philosophy, rather than God’s revelation as made manifest in the Word of God (Jesus Christ), is 

the ultimate arbiter of truth. If Christian faith depends on having the right epistemological 

framework and demonstrating the rationality of Christian belief, then human thinking would play 

a determinative role in establishing faith. But according to Barth, God, not human philosophy, 

establishes the possibility of faith. As Barth writes:

…faith as the positive relationship of man to God comes from God Himself in that it is 

utterly and entirely grounded in the fact that God encounters man in the Word which 

demands of him this turning, this Yes, this obligation; becoming an object to him in such a 

way that in His objectivity He bestows upon him by the Holy Spirit the light of the clarity 

that He is God and that He is his God, and therefore evoking this turning, this Yes, this 

obligation on the part of man.
10

Faith, then, is not something one freely chooses after a philosophical evaluation of something 

that claims to be God’s revelation. Instead, one with true faith is gripped by God’s revelation; the 

free action of God through the Holy Spirit binds one to belief in the Word of God. Philosophical 

assessment of this Word is neither needed nor appropriate in light of this decisive encounter with 

                                                
9
 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. II, The Doctrine of God, part 1, ed. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance, trans. 

T. H. L. Parker et al. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1957), 5-8. Henceforth, citations from the Church Dogmatics will be 

noted as follows: CD II/1, 5-8. 
10

CD II/1, 12. So as to avoid misrepresenting any author, when quoting directly I have not modified language for 

God or humans that is not gender inclusive. 
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the living God. Justifying faith by some epistemological theory inappropriately domesticates 

God, suggesting that human philosophy grounds the possibility for knowledge of God rather than 

God’s own sovereign action through the Holy Spirit. 

The philosopher might counter this attack against human theories of knowledge with the 

observation that there are many competing candidates for divine revelation.
11

 While grounding 

knowledge of God in revelation might be a good thing, one still needs some set of criteria for 

determining whether something that purports to be revelation is indeed revelation. Otherwise, 

how does one pick out the real God among the many false gods that are offered to us? Rather 

than answering this question with a philosophical argument against such epistemological criteria, 

Barth simply asserts that the God of scripture has chosen not to be known through such 

philosophical reflection; instead, scripture attests that God, not our philosophy, provides the 

certainty that marks genuine faith.
12

 Such faith is resistant to philosophical attack; finding herself 

constrained by the grip of God’s Word, the believer who trusts in God rather than in her own 

intellectual accomplishment will always be able to overcome doubt and uncertainty.
13

In a second but related line of argument, Barth argues that attempts to ground knowledge of 

God in human reason lead one to a false god rather than the living God revealed in the divine 

Word. Natural theology, the attempt to approach God through philosophical reasoning, does not 

adequately appreciate God’s otherness. The pictures of God that emerge from our philosophical 

reflection and which are thus palatable to our intellectual intuitions have little in common with 

the God described in scripture and made incarnate in Jesus Christ. Because of the significant 

differences between the pictures of God in natural theology and the God of scripture, natural 

                                                
11

 William J. Abraham, An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1985), 

82-83. 
12

CD II/1, 44. 
13

Ibid. 
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theology actually inhibits one’s coming to faith.
14

 Natural theology presents an idol which, rather 

than leading one closer to the real God, creates a barrier to genuine belief.  

Barth, then, goes beyond merely critiquing foundationalist epistemology. Not only 

foundationalism but all philosophical theories of epistemological justification are dismissed as 

lacking final authority. For the Christian, God’s self-revelation is the only grounds for any 

knowledge of God. Attempts to justify our believing in this revelation (as opposed to some other 

candidate for revelation) on the basis of philosophical criteria, foundationalist or otherwise, 

denies God’s grace and obscures knowledge of the true God, who is wholly different from the 

false gods derived from human reason. 

Barth’s critique of all attempts to give Christianity philosophical legitimacy implies that 

appeals to reason in the apologetic task can be deceptive and misleading, since they suggest that 

the belief of faith is based on philosophical argument rather than simple trust in the revealed 

Word of God. There is, Barth asserts, no guarantee that the apologist’s philosophical presentation 

will be more persuasive than the arguments of unbelievers; but even if the unbeliever assents to 

Christian claims on the basis of apologetic arguments, this assent would be grounded in the 

conclusions of human reason and would thus not be legitimate faith.
15

 The church’s duty is not 

one of rational persuasion, but of proclamation.
16

 The church proclaims its faith precisely as 

faith, not as a compelling philosophy, and prays that God will use the church’s proclamation as 

an occasion to encounter non-believers and to move them to belief.
17

Barth makes no attempt to justify the Christian faith on the basis of its compatibility with 

the first principles of human reason. Human rationality is fundamentally human, and is thus 

                                                
14

 Ibid., 86. 
15

 Ibid., 93-4. 
16

 Hugo A. Meynell, “Faith and Reason” in The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Modern Christian Thought, ed. Alister E. 

McGrath (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1993), 216. 
17

CD II/1, 96-7. 
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compromised by sin. Barth feels no compulsion to identify the self-evident truths of reason and 

to show the compatibility between these truths and the Christian faith. Of course Barth does offer 

a foundation for belief—it is the Word of God as revealed in person of Jesus Christ. But because 

Barth makes no attempt to justify this foundation by arguing that it is self-evidently true or even 

generally compelling in some way, he is rightly identified as a nonfoundationalist. 

Though Barth’s nonfoundationalism is theologically rather than philosophically motivated, 

in some ways contemporary postmodern thought may be seen as a vindication of Karl Barth’s 

theological critique. Implicit in Barth’s nonfoundationalism is the notion that rationality is a 

human product, and as such is tainted by sin. If foundationalist thinking were understood to be an 

inherent part of human nature, a way of reasoning that could not be avoided by any sane and 

rational person, then perhaps one could accept the requirement that knowledge of God be 

justified on the basis of foundationalist rationality. But if various epistemological theories, 

foundationalism included, are instead merely human creations that represent humanity’s attempt 

to gain intellectual mastery and control over the world, then human theories of knowledge would 

be distorted by humanity’s sinful desire for autonomy. Barth takes this latter view: Human 

philosophy cannot stand as a judge over the claims made by the Word of God; instead, the Word 

of God judges philosophy, exposing its sinful character in the light of God’s truth. Barth’s 

theological criticisms of modern philosophy of knowledge find an analog in recent postmodern 

thought. By claiming to show how human rationality is thoroughly shaped and biased by specific 

cultural contexts, postmodern thought seeks to expose the hubris of any intellectual system that 

designates itself the arbiter of all truth claims. From the perspective of many postmodern 

thinkers, the totalizing claims made by modern Western rationality are not justifiable and merely 
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serve to promote the hegemony of a scientific and educated elite.
18

 Claims to knowledge serve 

the interests of some regime of power. Without employing Barth’s theological framework, 

postmodern thinkers concur with his contention that truth claims need not receive approval in the 

courts of modernist rationality. A key difference, of course, is that Barth points to the Word of 

God as the ultimate judge of truth, whereas many postmodernists would contend that the seat of 

arbitration must remain empty. 

George Lindbeck’s “postliberal” theology represents a breed of nonfoundationalism that, 

unlike Barth’s, is rooted in the sociological, anthropological, and philosophical currents that 

make up postmodern thought.
19

 A salient feature of this stream of thought is the large role it 

assigns to culture and language in shaping the possibilities for human thought.
20

 Lindbeck 

accepts the basic conclusions of this recent work, which suggest that there is not one human 

rationality, but many rationalities embodied in particular cultures. Beginning with this 

postmodern presupposition, Lindbeck seeks to develop a “cultural-linguistic” understanding of 

religious truth claims. Lindbeck’s theory attempts to understand what it can mean to say that a 

proposition is “rational” or “true” if such labels primarily reflect the standards of some specific 

cultural-linguistic system rather than reflecting a simple correspondence between the proposition 

and an objective, extra-cultural reality.  

In an effort to adequately acknowledge the significance of cultural-linguistic systems in 

shaping human thought, Lindbeck offers three different senses of the word “truth.” These 

                                                
18

 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “Theology and the condition of postmodernity: A report on knowledge (of God),” in The 

Cambridge Companion to Postmodern Theology, ed. Kevin J. Vanhoozer (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 

Press, 2003), 11. 
19

 George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age  (Louisville, KY: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 1984), 129-130. Lindbeck’s The Nature of Doctrine, which was written in 1984, the 

same year that Jean Francois Lyotard published the influential book The Postmodern Condition, predates the 

widespread usage of the term “postmodern.” But many of the streams of thought he is drawing from in The Nature 

of Doctrine would come to be designated as postmodern. For Lindbeck’s suggestion that his postliberal theory could 

also be called postmodern, see page 135. 
20

 Lindbeck, 34. 
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different notions of truth arise from Lindbeck’s characterization of the practices and beliefs that 

make up a particular religion as a cultural-linguistic system. Like languages, cultural-linguistic 

systems shape and define what kind of thoughts we can think and even what kind of feelings and 

experiences we can have.
21

 Religion both creates and limits our cognitive and experiential 

possibilities. One component of the question of truth, therefore, is whether the categories of 

thought and practice in a given religion are adequately congruent to reality. A religion with 

“categorical truth” employs categories that “make possible, though they do not guarantee, 

propositional, practical, and symbolic truth.”
22

 Just as a language must have sufficient 

vocabulary and adequate syntactical structures to describe reality well, a religion must possess 

adequate conceptual and practical categories if some contact with ultimate reality is even going 

to be possible. According to Lindbeck, some religions or worldviews may simply lack the 

categories that are needed to describe the ultimate truths about what is real and meaningful.
23

This is especially likely to be true if the ultimate truths include a high degree of particularity—if, 

for example, philosophical language about God cannot adequately describe and represent what is 

conveyed in the narrative about Jesus Christ.
24

Categorical truth is a necessary (though insufficient) requirement for contact with reality; 

but what kind of contact with reality does Lindbeck envision? Lindbeck offers the concept of 

“ontological truth” to describe “that truth of correspondence to reality which, according to 

                                                
21

 Ibid. By suggesting that the symbols of religion are primary and shape our experiences, Lindbeck claims to 

reverse the relationship between experience and religion advocated by the experiential-expressivism of modern 

liberal theology, which maintains that the diverse religions are symbolic representations of a common spiritual 

experience (hence the name “postliberal”). Whether the simplistic characterization of modern liberal theology I have 

just offered (following Lindbeck’s description) is adequate, or accurately represents the so-called father of liberal 

theology, Schleiermacher, is an interesting question that will not be pursued here. Lindbeck, though, goes on to 

acknowledge that there is a reciprocal relationship between religious systems and experience, but he accents the 

primacy of the religious system over raw experience. 
22

 Ibid., 48. 
23

 Ibid., 49. 
24

 Lindbeck acknowledges that it is possible that only one religion could be categorically true. 
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epistemological realists, is attributable to first-order propositions.”
25

 Ontological truth, the sense 

of truth which is closest to the meaning of “truth” in common parlance, suggests that something 

adequately conforms to reality as it actually is. But when discussing the ontological truth of 

religious utterances, Lindbeck interprets ontological truth in a way that distances it from more 

traditional notions of truth. Lindbeck asserts that the ontological truth of a religious utterance 

does not primarily mean that the uttered proposition conforms to reality, or even that the 

proposition causes the mind of the speaker (or hearer) to conform to reality. Instead, the 

ontological truth of religious utterances is a function of “their role in constituting a form of life, a 

way of being in the world, which itself corresponds to the Most Important, the Ultimately Real. 

Medieval scholastics spoke of truth as an adequation of the mind to the thing…, but in the 

religious domain, this mental isomorphism of the knowing and the known can be pictured as part 

and parcel of a wider conformity of the self to God.”
26

 A set of religious utterances are 

ontologically true if they shape and sustain communities is such a way that those communities 

are conformed in some way to God. In the religious realm, truth is an assessment of a statement’s 

function and pragmatic effects more than it is an assessment of the statement’s cognitive content. 

Propositions, in fact, aren’t the words that can be judged as true or false. People and 

communities are the “words,” and they are true or false depending on how well their praxis 

reflects the Divine Word (to speak in a specifically Christian sense). Drawing from Thomas’s 

discussion of analogy (and extending this discussion in a way that would be somewhat alien to 

Thomas), Lindbeck suggests that religious propositions are only true analogically, so that the 

way humans conceptually understand a proposition (the modus significandi) does not 

straightforwardly correspond to the actual reality that is signified by the proposition 

                                                
25

 Lindbeck, 64. 
26

 Ibid., 65. 
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(significatum).
27

 Thus the “truth” of religious propositions is best understood as a function of the 

true performances that naturally accompany these propositions. 

Lindbeck’s description of religious ontological truth has several implications which many 

Christians, at least, would find unsettling. For example, the truth of the religious utterance 

“Christ is raised” does not depend on whether the tomb was actually empty in some literal sense. 

In saying that “Christ is raised” is a true religious utterance, all we are actually saying is that the 

actions and experiences that result from saying and believing this help to conform ourselves to 

the reality of God.
28

 But this essay is not the place to evaluate these provocative implications of 

Lindbeck’s discussion; instead, the aim is to understand Lindbeck’s nonfoundationalist approach 

to religious epistemology and appreciate its significance for the task of apologetics. Thus far, I 

have described how Lindbeck, in an effort to take seriously the impact of culture and language, 

argues that ontological truth, the conformity of a person’s thought and actions to reality, is only 

possible from within a cultural-linguistic system that possesses categorical truth. There is no 

single “natural reason” shared by all which enables anyone to conform to reality. Instead, each 

cultural-linguistic system represents a particular rationality that defines and limits what kind of 

beliefs and actions are possible. Conformity to reality, or ontological truth, is conceived in terms 

of adequate performance (though Lindbeck emphasizes the behavioral aspects of performance, 

“adequate performance” need not exclude thinking certain things as well as doing certain things). 

Categorical truth is a necessary condition for ontological truth, but it is not sufficient. One must 

                                                
27

 Ibid., 66-67. Lindbeck goes beyond Thomas by suggesting that religious statements about historical events (e.g. 

the resurrection) signify analogically, not just statements about God’s nature and attributes. Thus one cannot 

assume, according to Lindbeck, that the resurrection narratives meant the tomb was “really” empty as we commonly 

understand them to mean. 
28

 Ibid., 67. Of course, if believing various true things is among the actions that can help us conform to God, then 

there may be limits to the extent to which religious ontological truth can be separated from a more propositional 

understanding of truth. 
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not only have the right categories, but these categories must be employed in the right way. This 

leads to the third type of truth described by Lindbeck. 

Lindbeck introduces the notion of “intra-systematic truth” as referring to the coherence of a 

given utterance with “the total relevant context, which, in the case of a religion when viewed in 

cultural-linguistic terms, is not only other utterances but also the correlative forms of life.”
29

 The 

conceptual and behavioral categories of a religion may be employed in ways that are incoherent 

or inconsistent. Lindbeck provides the example of a crusader who cries out “Christus est 

Dominus” as an authorization for “cleaving the skull of the infidel.”
30

 In this case, the 

understanding of lordship exemplified by the crusader’s actions is incompatible with the 

understanding of lordship conveyed in the New Testament stories about Christ. Even if the 

cultural-linguistic system of Christianity were to possess categorical truth, there would be no 

possibility of ontological truth in the case of the crusader’s utterance; his behavior indicates that 

he is applying these categories in a mutually inconsistent way. The crusader’s use of Christian 

claims to justify violence cannot be compatibly held together with the total context of Christian 

stories and teaching which clearly proscribe such violence. If Christianity is categorically true 

but someone is misusing those categories and setting them against one another, then the person’s 

utterances will not function to produce an alignment of self and God, or ontological truth. Just as 

the words of a language can be used in a way that is grammatically incorrect and thus 

meaningless, for religious claims to be meaningful they must possess intra-systematic truth, 

representing a coherent use of the religion’s categories. According to Lindbeck’s theory of 

doctrine, doctrinal formulations are not themselves first-order propositions that can give rise to 

ontologically true performances. Instead, they are like rules of grammar that help guide religious 

                                                
29

 Ibid., 64. 
30

 Ibid. 
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communities to speak and act in ways that are intra-systematically true.
31

 Christian doctrines 

help a community coherently employ Christian categories, thus aiding believers in everyday 

speaking, worshiping, and living in such a way that will bring the self into conformity with God. 

Lindbeck asserts that the combination of categorical truth and intra-systematic truth are enough 

to guarantee ontological truth. Neither categorical truth nor intra-systematic truth are sufficient 

by themselves to assure a believer’s contact with reality, but when the host of categories of a 

religious system are adequate to ultimate reality and those categories are coherently and properly 

employed by an individual or religious community, there will be conformity between the self and 

the ultimate religious reality.
32

The nonfoundationalism of Lindbeck’s theory is clear. The categorical truth of different 

cultural-linguistic systems cannot be objectively compared, since there is no neutral form of 

rationality which stands outside of such a system.
33

 All standards of coherence and truth are 

intra-systematic; thus no one form of rationality can arbitrate between competing systems in any 

neutral and unbiased way. Lindbeck’s conception of rationality as immanent to a particular 

culture captures the basic postmodern critique. Given this notion of cultural-linguistic rationality, 

one might conclude that an apologetics that seeks to persuade across the lines of cultural-

linguistic systems (which, if a religion is taken to be such a system, describes all apologetics) is 

both arrogant and impossible. Apologetics would seem to be arrogant because it pretends to have 

                                                
31

 Ibid., 69. 
32

 Ibid., 64-65. The fact that Lindbeck believes that categorical and intra-systematic truth are together necessary and 

sufficient for ontological truth seems to suggest that he has in mind categories which are very content-rich. One 

could take the basic concepts in Christianity and say all sorts of things that do not inherently seem contradictory but 

which would seem to Christians to be inappropriate statements, for instance “God caused the hailstorm this morning 
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a rationality that is capable of assessing various cultural-linguistic systems. Since every 

rationality is immanent to culture (and naturally favors its cultural home), attempts at such 

assessment are a kind of cultural imperialism that short-circuit the possibility of cultural 

appreciation. Furthermore, apologetics would seem to be impossible because of the categorical 

incommensurability of different cultural-linguistic systems. In order to persuade someone, I must 

employ the rationality that is compelling to my hearer. But if the rationality of my hearer consists 

of categories that are incommensurable with the categories of my own thinking, then translation 

may be impossible. In attempting to make my worldview attractive to a completely foreign way 

of thinking, I must reshape my worldview. But such reshaping may result in the worldview 

losing its essence. We are brought back to Barth’s argument that, in attempting to accommodate 

a rationality that is independent of Christianity, we remold the Christian God into a false idol. 

Lindbeck acknowledges the challenge his theory poses to apologetics: “If there are no universal 

or foundational structures and standards of judgment by which one can decide between different 

religious and nonreligious options, the choice of any one of them becomes, it would seem, purely 

irrational, a matter of arbitrary whim or blind faith.”
34

Though Lindbeck’s theory might seem to suggest complete pessimism about the possibility 

of apologetics, Lindbeck resists the suggestion that his antifoundationalism must entail fideism 

or a relativistic rejection of rationality.
35

 Lindbeck asserts that his cultural-linguistic theory need 

not rule out “universal norms of reasonableness” altogether. Instead, Lindbeck argues, the theory 

suggests that such universal norms, if they do exist, cannot be expressed in a “neutral, 

framework-independent language.” Furthermore, any norms of rationality that do transcend 

culture are likely to be too complex and subtle to be captured by any foundationalist scheme or 
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formalized epistemological theory. Universal norms of reasonableness have more to do with 

acquired skill and aesthetic judgment than with formulaic rules that can be discovered through 

philosophical reflection. Carrying forward the linguistic analogy, Lindbeck suggests that such 

universal norms are analogous to the rules of “depth grammar,” a hypothetical structure that 

underlies all human language but which remains opaque to attempts at formulation. The 

plausible existence of such norms means that apologetic dialogue and argumentation may be 

productive. Apologists cannot guarantee the effectiveness of cross-cultural communication by 

employing some sort of foundationalist framework or any other epistemological scheme, but 

even in the absence of such norms it may be possible to make progress in distinguishing between 

good and insufficient religious performance.
36

 Lindbeck takes a step towards identifying what 

universal reasonableness might entail, suggesting that the most reasonable and broadly 

compelling religions possess “assimilative powers,” the ability to incorporate a broad and 

complex range of data and experiences into a comprehensive and coherent worldview.

 Lindbeck, then, stops short of radical postmodern relativism and leaves at least some room 

for a rational assessment of religions that is not hopelessly limited and biased by cultural 

particularity. Unlike Barth, who felt no need to posit “universal norms of reasonableness,” 

however opaque these may be (according to Barth the Word of God establishes a new norm of 

reasonableness, and the Holy Spirit enables believers to accept this norm), Lindbeck maintains a 

place in his theology for something that distantly echoes Thomas’s notion of natural reason. 

Abandoning the attempt to describe this natural reason in foundationalist terms or in the terms of 

any other epistemological theory, Lindbeck still maintains that there are some common norms 

that form some sort of common ground among the world’s many human rationalities. Not being 

able to discern the shape of these norms, apologetics will often be ad hoc in nature and will be a 
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kind of groping in the dark, but this does not rule out progress in the task of assessing various 

religious options.  

An important implication of Lindbeck’s cultural-linguistic theory for apologetics is that 

translation, the process of redescribing a religion using the concepts and terminology of a foreign 

cultural-linguistic system, will be a less effective strategy than catechesis, the process of 

instructing someone in the “native tongue” of the particular religion.
37

 As discussed earlier, if the 

categories of various cultural-linguistic systems are incommensurable, translation may be 

impossible without butchering the essence of the religion being translated. As Lindbeck writes, 

“To the degree that religions are like languages and cultures, they can no more be taught by 

means of translation than can Chinese or French.”
38

 If one is to adequately assess the viability 

and reasonability of another faith, one will need to learn the language of that faith. Adequate 

comparison of two worldviews requires becoming bicultural, and thus conversant in two 

different rationalities. Only then can one hope to make an informed judgment (on the basis of 

unarticulated universal norms of reasonableness) as to the relative adequacy of the two faiths in 

question. If Lindbeck is to have any place for apologetics, “apologetics” must be reconceived to 

be more than mere theological and philosophical argumentation. It must involve comprehensive 

indoctrination into the language and practice of a cultural-linguistic system.
39

The theological and philosophical nonfoundationalism advocated by Barth and Lindbeck 

creates a seemingly sizeable breach between the Thomistic tradition and contemporary thinkers 

associated with neo-orthodoxy and postliberalism. One manifestation of this breach, which is 

rooted in differing views of the faith/reason relationship, is the unraveling of Thomas’s moderate 

optimism concerning the usefulness of reason as a ground for apologetic encounters. But many 
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recent interpreters of Thomas have suggested that the starkness of this choice is overstated. 

Claiming that the prevailing readings of Thomas are biased by the concerns of modernity, they 

offer reinterpretations that promise to narrow or even dissolve the breach between Thomas and 

contemporary nonfoundationalist theology. At a minimum, these interpreters show that Aquinas 

offers us something more interesting than the modernist confidence in reason that came after 

him. In the next sections of this essay, which offer an interpretation of Aquinas’s understanding 

of reason and faith, I have sought to incorporate the best insights of several of these recent 

interpretations.
40

Reason in Aquinas

No simple description can do justice to Thomas’s rich and subtle conception of human 

reason. Thomas by reputation is a foundationalist who is highly confident in the powers of 

reason. As I hope to show through the following discussion, this simplistic description of 

Thomas obscures as much as it reveals. Though the foundationalist rationality that I have 

described in the introduction does play an important role in Thomas’s thought, Thomas is 

realistic enough to realize that many justifiable beliefs cannot be known as the conclusion of 

inferential proofs. And though Thomas does display a degree of confidence in human reason, 

Thomas significantly qualifies and moderates this confidence in ways that are often not 

appreciated. An accurate description of a Thomistic theology of apologetics will require an 

adequate interpretation of Thomas’s views on reason. 

“Scientia” is the term that Thomas uses to describe the kind of knowledge that results from 

syllogistic demonstrations which proceed from first principles that are known non-inferentially.
41
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There are other modes of thinking and cognition that are not characterized by inferential proofs 

from first principles and that do not possess the certainty that Thomas asserts comes with 

scientia. But the foundationalist structure of scientia makes it the paradigmatic form of human 

cognition and the natural starting point for a discussion of reason in Aquinas.
42

 The certainty of 

scientia derives from the fact that it involves reasoning from cause to effect.
43

 The first principles 

of a particular science, which can be known immediately (i.e. not inferentially) and with 

certainty, are understood as causes which necessarily give rise to certain effects. The syllogistic 

demonstration shows how these effects logically result from the causes expressed in the 

principles. Geometric proofs are a good example of this kind of reasoning that gives rise to 

scientia. If I notice that every triangle I have seen happens to have had at least two acute angles, 

I may suspect that all triangles have at least two acute angles. But as long as this belief is merely 

based on an inductive leap, it cannot count as scientia. Such a belief is based on a probable 

argument, rather than being proven. But if I am able to perceive precisely what a triangle is, so 

that I know the “form” or “nature” of the triangle,
44

 I could potentially reason from the definition 

of a triangle (a first principle) to the conclusion that every triangle must have at least two acute 

angles. Because my proof would show that this conclusion necessarily follows from the 

definition of the triangle, I would then have scientia rather than a mere opinion based on 

probable belief. Knowing the form of the triangle enables the kind of principled, cause-to-effect 

reasoning characteristic of scientia.
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 Though the principles of a given science are knowable immediately, this does not mean 

that they are easily grasped or that they are known by all people. “Immediate” knowledge does 

not imply instantaneous knowledge; it merely implies that when the principles are grasped by the 

human knower, these principles are intuitively grasped and are not mediated by inferential logic. 

Knowledge of the first principles will often require a significant amount of intellectual work, and 

mistakes can be made. But following Aristotle, Aquinas thought that human souls were given the 

capacity for immediate knowledge of these principles. These principles include propositions that 

one would expect to find represented in more contemporary foundationalist epistemological 

theories, such as logical propositions (the law of non-contradiction, for instance) and 

propositions which are known directly through sense knowledge.
45

 But for Aquinas, definitions 

which express the quiddity of a thing—its formal nature—are also included among the first 

principles. Presented with particulars of a given class or species (e.g. several particular trees), the 

intellective soul is able to abstract from the particulars an understanding of the universal nature, 

or form, that expresses the essence of the class being considered (e.g. the universal notion of 

“treeness”). The human intellective soul has the potential of being “informed” by the objects it 

encounters. In Aquinas’s realist account of cognition, the form of the object considered, which 

insofar as it exists in the object is bound up in particularity and is only potentially intelligible, is 

impressed upon the intellective soul, where it exists as a universal that is actually intelligible.
46

Having grasped the quiddity of an object through the power of the intellect, we can formulate a 

definitional proposition which may serve as a principle in a demonstration.
47

 A famous example 

of such a proposition is the statement that a human being is a rational animal.  
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Though the Latin word to describe this process of abstraction is inductio, the process of 

cognizing a form does not depend on induction in the contemporary sense of the word.
48

Cognition of a form may be acquired through exposure to several particular instances of that 

form (observing several trees, for example), but this cognition is not arrived at by empirical 

generalization. Instead, it is arrived at intuitively and non-inferentially. Much of the work 

involved in attaining scientia involves attempting to correctly grasp the forms of things, thereby 

arriving at the first principles of a particular science. Reasoning must first work towards an 

understanding of the first principles (the act of judgment), and only then can it reason from the 

first principles to their effects (the act of discovery).
49

 Because human reason is fallible, mistakes 

can be made at either stage of this process.
50

 In a recent work on scientia and faith, John Jenkins 

has emphasized that the process of understanding the first principles of a given science is not an 

individualistic one, but involves apprenticeship and careful attentiveness to a tradition of 

thinking about a subject.
51

 What is gained during this process is a training of the intellect to think 

from causes (the first principles) to effects; the process of reasoning in the “scientist’s” mind 

should mirror the actual causal connections in the world being studied.
52

 True scientia, then, is 

characterized by a depth of understanding such that one grasps causes with more certainty than 

effects, even if the effects (the demonstrated conclusions of scientia) are more readily 

observable. 

The difficulty involved in arriving at the first principles which have to do with the quiddity 

of things and the fact that mistakes in judgment can be made in this process raise the question of 

whether scientia is indeed certain, as Thomas often seems to claim. Eleonore Stump resolves the 
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tension between the putative certainty of scientia and the possibility for error by suggesting that 

certitudo does not mean for Thomas the same thing that is meant by “certainty” in contemporary 

epistemological discourse (she does not offer a precise definition of what exactly is meant by 

certitudo).
53

 Perhaps we are helped in understanding the certitudo of scientia by considering 

Thomas’s claim that someone who understands all of the terms and inferences in a sound 

demonstration is compelled to assent to the conclusion of the demonstration.
54

 With regard to 

merely probable propositions, propositions which one does not know as conclusions of 

demonstrative proof, one has some choice over whether to grant assent. We will explore the 

relation between the will and the intellect below, but the point here is that when it is possible to 

conceive of a proposition as not being true, one is not forced by the evidence into firmly 

assenting to that proposition. One may believe that it is false (if, for example, believing in the 

proposition would entail significantly modifying other beliefs) or one may maintain some degree 

of agnosticism with regard to the proposition. But if someone has scientia with regard to a 

proposition, and thus sees it as logically necessary, then that person is forced by the intellect into 

belief. At the subjective level, at least, there is a perspective of certainty. From my understanding 

of the nature of a triangle, for example, I find it impossible to believe that there could be a 

triangle that does not have at least two acute angles. Because of the nature of my understanding, 

which proceeds from first principles to necessary conclusions, doubt is impossible. But it is 

possible that my finite mind has made a mistake; perhaps I have somehow misunderstood what a 

triangle really is. Acknowledging this, at some level I may realize that the conclusion I have 

reached may not be objectively certain (if it is in fact mistaken), but this acknowledgment cannot 

shake my subjective certainty as long as the principles and inferences of the proof seem to me to 
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be so evident and undeniable. Recognizing the fallibility of the human intellect, Thomas 

acknowledges that our subjective certainty with respect to certain conclusions may turn out to be 

misplaced. But having confidence that our minds are designed for the apprehension of first 

principles and for the inferential reasoning scientia, Thomas is not overly concerned with the 

possibility of occasional error.
55

 There is good reason to place confidence in natural reason and 

to take the subjective certainty engendered by scientia seriously. 

Thomas’s complex account of how we come to grasp first principles, which suggests that 

this understanding can involve difficult work and is not free from error, has led some interpreters 

to argue that Thomas’s epistemology should not be labeled “foundationalist.” Eleonore Stump 

points to a definition of foundationalism that Alvin Plantinga suggests characterizes Aquinas. 

According to this definition, the foundationalist believes that 

(1) Some propositions are properly basic in the sense that it is rational to accept them 

without basing them on other propositions. 

(2) Properly basic propositions include only propositions which are self-evident or evident 

to the senses, that is, propositions which can be known to be true either just by 

understanding their terms or by employing one or more of the senses. 

(3) All non-basic propositions must be accepted, directly or indirectly, on the basis of 

properly basic propositions. 

Also drawing from Nicholas Wolterstorff’s description of Aquinas’s foundationalism, she notes 

that some add two more contentions in their description of “classical foundationalism”: 

(4) The properly basic propositions are known with certitude. 

(5) The propositions known on the basis of properly basic propositions can also be known 

with certitude.
56

Stump argues that Aquinas cannot be called a foundationalist on the basis of this definition of 

foundationalism. First, because Aquinas supposes that we must reason towards some first 
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principles (specifically, those principles which describe the quiddity of things) on the basis of 

induction, not all first principles can be considered properly basic. Contention (1) does not hold 

since some first principles are believed on the basis of the propositions which make up inductive 

reasoning.
57

 Second, because we can make mistakes with regard to our apprehension of first 

principles, due to of fallible sense perception or mistakes in induction, for example, first 

principles cannot be known with certitude.
58

 Thus, contentions (4) and (5), which depends on (4), 

cannot be said to hold for Aquinas. 

Scott MacDonald disagrees with Stump, arguing that Thomas’s conception of scientia is 

foundationalist.
59

 First, MacDonald notes that Thomas explicitly argues that the justification of 

beliefs through inference demands that the starting points for inferential reason be justified non-

inferentially; otherwise one is left with infinite inferential regress or pernicious circularity.
60

Thomas argues, then, that knowledge needs foundations that are “properly basic,” to use the 

terminology of Stump’s description. Second, the language of “induction” does not imply that the 

natures of things are known as the conclusion of inductive reasoning.
61

Inductio does not 

describe how knowledge of the quiddity of things is justified; rather, it merely describes the 

psychological process that eventually leads to this apprehension. The forms that are grasped are 
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understood intuitively and non-inferentially. Thus contention (1) in Stump’s description 

accurately describes Thomas. Finally, though humans can make mistakes with regard to the 

apprehension of first principles, the certainty that is felt when one who is adequately acquainted 

with something perceives its real nature is a justified certainty.
62

 Aquinas thus fits the description 

in contentions (4) and (5) in Stump’s definition of foundationalism.  

Though I believe MacDonald has the upper hand in this debate, the difficulty in deciding 

whether or not Aquinas is really a foundationalist points to the risks of attempting to somewhat 

anachronistically apply labels to someone who did not think in terms of those labels.
63

 Aquinas 

often resists easy categorization. For example: Aquinas can speak of scientia as certain 

knowledge while at the same time affirming that errors can be made, even in the apprehension of 

first principles; he also maintains that formal natures of things can be grasped “non-

inferentially,” but this does not exclude the need for involved intellectual work, apprenticeship, 

and careful attentiveness to observed particulars. It is true that in many ways, Aquinas’s 

conception of scientia does match a traditional understanding of foundationalism. Like Descartes 

and other foundationalists that followed him, Aquinas perceives the need to ground knowledge in 

certain propositions that are not argued for, but which are simply known. Also, Aquinas shares 

with many foundationalists a high degree of confidence in the powers of the intellect and its 

ability to arrive at knowledge that can be called “certain.” But Aquinas’s epistemology also 

exhibits a measure of humility that can make a simple application of the label “foundationalism” 

seem inappropriate. As has already been alluded to, Thomas recognized that only a subset of 

human beliefs achieve the status of scientia. Many, and probably most, beliefs are based on 

arguments that are merely probable. The fact that a belief is based on probable arguments does 
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not mean that it is completely unjustifiable, however; its level of justification will depend on the 

degree to which the probable argument approaches the demonstrative proof of scientia, which 

serves as the “paradigm of epistemic justification.”
64

 The foundationalist structure of scientia

represents an ideal that Aquinas realized would often not be met. Even in the realm of scientia, 

moreover, Thomas allows for error; the certainty engendered in humans by foundationalist 

reasoning is not the highest kind of certainty possible. Faith, as we will see, brings a greater 

degree of certainty than scientia.
65

 Such a statement would likely baffle those who are expecting 

to find in the thought of Thomas a run-of-the-mill foundationalism. 

Moving toward a discussion of reason’s relationship to faith, one might ask whether it is 

possible for a person to have scientia concerning God apart from faith. Thomas claims that 

human reason can demonstrate certain things about God, namely the preambles (e.g. God’s 

existence and unity) which are presupposed by Christian faith. But the proofs of the preambles 

offered by natural reason (the most famous of which are the Five Ways) are not scientia in the 

purest sense of the term. Scientia involves reasoning from cause to effect, where the causes are 

primarily the real natures of things. But Thomas insists that humans, at least in this life, cannot 

know God’s essence since God is not a creature approachable through the senses. Thus it is 

impossible on the basis of natural reason to begin with God’s nature as a first principle and 

reason towards further conclusions. This is one reason for Thomas’s rejection of the kind of 

reasoning used in Anselm’s ontological argument; that argument reasons from a definition of 

God (that than which nothing greater can be thought), but it is not obvious to the human mind 
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what God is and whether this definition is true.
66

 Instead, Aquinas suggests that what can be 

proven about God depends upon a reasoning which moves from effects to their cause.
67

 From 

creation, it is possible to infer that God is, even though it is impossible to know what God is 

essentially. This effects-to-cause reasoning is not scientia in its paradigmatic form.
68

 Even 

here,though, there is a sense in which one can understand these proofs to involve the kind of 

cause-to-effect thinking that characterizes scientia. Beginning with a knowledge of the sensible 

world, which is approachable through the natural light of the intellect, one can perceive what sort 

of effects the sensible world is capable of causing. Employing this sort of cause-to-effect 

reasoning, one could perceive that the sensible world could not account for itself as its own 

cause. By acquainting itself with the causes that exist in the sensible world, natural reason 

perceives the insufficiency of these causes to produce the world itself and thus posits the 

existence of a non-sensible cause to explain the existence of the world.
69

This essay is not the place to assess the validity of this kind of reasoning. What should be 

said here, though, is that even though Aquinas’s proofs may appear to be the height of 

intellectual hubris to those in the wake of Karl Barth, Aquinas intends for the proofs to highlight 

the limitations of human reason rather than its accomplishments.
70

 By pointing to a cause which 

exists outside of the intelligible world, Aquinas draws attention to the “otherness” of this cause. 
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As a cause that stands outside of the intelligible world, it cannot be seen or known by the light of 

natural reason. God exists as the end of merely human scientia. All that reason can say of God in 

its attempt to approach God indirectly is that God is not part of the intelligible, created order, and 

that God possesses the transcendence and perfection necessary to exist as the cause of the created 

order.
71

 To be sure, Aquinas does elaborate on these requirements as he considers them from the 

perspective of his Aristotelian cosmology, arriving at certain additional claims about God (for 

instance, that God is simple, good, and eternal). Many would, with some justification, see these 

philosophical extensions of the logic of causality as an overconfident insertion of philosophy into 

Christian theology. But if we are to take Aquinas at his word, none of these philosophical 

conclusions are meant to describe what God is in a positive sense. Instead, they are meant as a 

rigorous attack on anything that confuses God in some way with some part of the created world 

and thus places God in a position to be known and domesticated by reason. Thus, Aquinas’s 

philosophical God-talk in Part I of the Summa Theologiae emphasizes God’s otherness and 

transcendence in an effort to expose the inability of human rationality to know God. 

The Christian’s ability to make positive statements about God’s being and actions, such as 

the statements that God exists as a Trinity and that God became incarnate in Christ, cannot be a 

product of human reason. Human reason is adapted only for a scientia that concerns the sensible 

world; reason is thus unable on its own make progress towards knowing or proving specifically 
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Christian claims. To be able to affirm any of these Christian claims, one must have the gift of 

faith. 

Faith in Aquinas

Aquinas defines faith when he writes, “Now to believe is an act of the mind assenting to 

the divine truth by virtue of the command of the will as this is moved by God through grace.”
72

 I 

will attempt to unpack the rich theological content that stands behind this definition, first by 

focusing on the object of faith (the divine truth), and then by focusing the three loci of activity 

mentioned in this definition (the mind, the will, and God). 

Thomas states that God, the veritas prima  (or “first truth”), is both the material object and 

the formal object of faith, where “material object” designates the particular thing that is 

cognized, and “formal object” refers to the means by which something is cognized or “that by 

which the material object is cognized.”
73

 Thomas points to the science of geometry as an 

example: the conclusions of geometry are the material objects, the particular things actually 

known; the “medium of demonstration” is the formal object, the way “through which the 

conclusions are known.” Faith is distinguished from human scientia in part by its different 

formal object. In the case of scientia, human reason is able to know a conclusion because that 

conclusion possesses an evident logical quality, necessarily linking it to first principles. Articles 

of faith, however, cannot be known by humans in this way, and thus fall outside of the realm of 

human scientia. Faith is a different sort of cognition which assents to propositions because they 

are revealed by God. Reason knows through an intellectual “seeing,” whereas faith knows 
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through a trust in revelation that is “heard.”
74

 Faith is in no way a denial of reason—as we will 

see, Thomas believes that there are good reasons to believe that revelation is from God and is 

trustworthy—but it involves beliefs that cannot be known through reason. Because faith involves 

not just believing in God, but believing God, God can be called the formal object of faith.
75

God’s revealing action alone makes faith possible. 

The immediate object of faith, according to Aquinas, is the set of articles which express the 

basic Christian convictions. But these articles all refer in some way to God, the veritas prima, 

and it is by believing and internalizing these articles that we are led to God. In this sense, God is 

also to be understood as the material object of faith. God’s essence cannot be offered directly as 

the material object of faith, because it is impossible, at least on this side of death, to apprehend 

things that are purely simple.
76

 In the first part of the Summa, Thomas argues that God is in no 

way made up of composite parts; therefore all of God’s attributes that we name with different 

titles (e.g. wisdom, power, goodness) actually refer to one simple essence, even though we 

cannot understand how all of these attributes could be expressions of the same reality. The mode 

of understanding that is proper to the human, that fits with the way our mind is constructed, 

necessarily involves “combining and separating.” As discursive thinkers, who can attend to only 

one aspect of reality at a time (separating) and then envision objects of knowledge as an 

amalgamation of individually discernable aspects (combining), it is impossible for us to 

comprehend a reality like God who is utterly rich in content but who is also a complete unity 

rather than a composite being. God graciously accommodates our limited understanding through 

a self-disclosing revelation that makes use of composite reality. As Eugene Rogers has shown, 

for Thomas the primary instance of this is God’s self-disclosure in the person of Jesus Christ, 
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who in his embodied and concrete life exists as a “demonstration” of the veritas prima.
77

 But in a 

derivative way, the composite reality that we believe in is the collection of articles of faith. As 

expressions suited for human knowing, these articles can only point to God analogically.
78

Analogical language does not (and in this case, cannot) univocally express that to which it refers, 

but neither is it pure equivocation. There is a directional appropriateness to analogical language, 

so that in believing in the articles of faith we are in a real sense cognizing God, even though we 

do not have a cognition that is “completed by a clear vision.”
79

How Aquinas relates the various causes of faith (God, the believer’s will, and the believer’s 

mind) is one of the most difficult aspects of his treatment to understand, but understanding this 

relationship is crucial to understanding Aquinas’s conception of the faith/reason relationship. I 

will first focus on the relationship between the mind and the will of the believer, and then 

consider the relationship between the believer’s will and God’s gracious action. 

According to Thomas, there are two basic ways that someone may come to offer 

intellectual assent to a particular proposition.
80

 First, the intellect may be compelled to give 

assent to a proposition whose truth is undeniable once the terms of the proposition are adequately 

understood. Such intellectual assent may be compelled immediately, as in the case of sensible 

knowledge and first principles, or mediately, as the case of the irresistible conclusions of 

scientia. Assent that is arrived at in this way does not involve the person’s will at all; unable to 

conceive of the proposition being false, the person assents to the proposition regardless of what 

desires and ends may orient that person’s will. But the second way one may intellectually assent 

to something does involve action of the will. When someone can conceive of a proposition being 
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true or false, assenting to that proposition or to an alternative will involve not only the intellect, 

but the will also. The assent of faith is this latter type, and the involvement of the will is what 

makes it “meritorious.” Undergirding faith is a will which desires and seeks after God as the 

person’s final end. 

The positive role assigned to the will in Aquinas’s account of faith presents an interesting 

problem, since we do not typically speak of our willed desires as reliable aids in arriving at truth. 

Over-involvement of the will in one’s belief systems is generally considered a deficiency that 

biases our thinking and inhibits arriving at truth. We apply negative labels to various forms of 

this deficiency, such as rationalization and denial. A “disinterested” person is generally thought 

to be the one who is most likely to truthfully and accurately assess the evidence related to some 

contested proposition. 

How, then, is the will to be understood to play a positive role in bringing about intellectual 

assent to the truths of faith? What Aquinas cannot mean is that the believer chooses to live as if 

the articles of faith are true even though she is not intellectually persuaded that they are. There 

might be good reasons to adopt the standpoint of faith as a kind of operational assumption even 

if one is not confident that the faith is true: as in the example of Pascal’s wager, one might 

choose to be Christian for pragmatic reasons; or one might accept a moral obligation to follow 

God even though one is doubtful as to whether God exists; alternatively, one might choose to 

live by the articles of faith in the hopes that faithfulness will bring further confirmation of the 

reality of God, as suggested by William James. But this kind of willed faithfulness in spite of the 

intellect is not what Thomas has in mind. As expressed in the definition, the will moves the mind 

to assent to the divine truth. Though the will is involved, the assent is still an intellectual one, not 

just a posture of obedience. In fact, Thomas goes so far as to suggest that the cognition of faith 
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brings more certainty than is to be found in scientia, despite the fact that faith lacks scientia’s 

depth of comprehension.
81

Some have suggested that Thomas’s view of faith amounts to a kind of wishful thinking. In 

this view, one’s desires bias the intellect towards believing a certain proposition. Faith does 

involve intellectual assent (not merely a behavioral posture), but the assent amounts to papering 

over the uncertainty presented by the evidence. It is similar to the case of a scientist whose 

interpretation of experimental results is subconsciously biased by the scientist’s hopes for a 

particular result. Eleonore Stump’s explication of faith in Aquinas is an example of this kind of 

interpretation.
82

 She argues that wish-fulfillment does not necessarily produce true beliefs in 

general, but that wish-fulfillment that is directed towards God, who is perfect goodness, is a 

special case that does produce true belief. Her argument amounts to saying that, though it is not 

self-evident that perfect goodness actually exists, believing that it exists on the basis of wish-

fulfillment is justifiable because perfect goodness does in fact exist.
83

 This view of faith as 

wishful thinking that happens to be true faces a number of problems. First, Stump does not 

provide an account of how one moves from desiring the existence of “perfect goodness” to 

desiring the truth of the Christian articles of faith in particular. Second, her depiction of faith as 

wish-fulfillment which compensates for lack of evidence is not consistent with the certainty that 

Thomas attributes to faith.
84

 Finally, as John Jenkins points out, Thomas says that the will is 
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 Stump tries to reconcile her view of faith with faith’s certainty by arguing that the certainty of faith means a 
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involved in every belief that lacks the demonstration of scientia, not only the beliefs of faith.
85

Since there are a host of beliefs that humans justifiably hold but which they cannot prove, 

Stump’s account would seem to suggest that a large portion of our everyday beliefs amount to 

wish-fulfillment. But by her own account, wish-fulfillment is generally not a reliable means of 

arriving at truth (faith is the exception). Thus her interpretation would imply that a large portion 

of human beliefs lack epistemic justification, something that Aquinas does not suggest. 

Jenkins offers a much more persuasive account of how Aquinas understands the 

will/intellect interaction in the act of faith. In his interpretation, it is not, as Stump and several 

other interpreters seem to suggest, as though the one whose will is oriented towards God believes 

despite the lack of evidence. Instead, the person who desires God is able to properly evaluate the 

abundant evidence for the Christian claims—evidence that is ignored, distorted, or otherwise 

rationalized away by the person whose will is not oriented towards God.
86

 Aquinas is quite clear 

that there is persuasive and sufficient evidence in support of faith. Though one cannot show 

through reason why any given article of faith is true, faith considered as a whole is highly 

reasonable (even if not provable), since there are good reasons to believe that scripture is indeed 

God’s revelation and is to be trusted. As Aquinas writes,  

Matters of faith can be looked at in two ways. The first is one by one; then it is not 

possible…that they be at once understood and believed. The second way is in their 

ensemble as they share in the quality of credibility; then they are indeed seen by the one 

who believes: he would not believe unless he saw that they are worthy of belief on the basis 

of evident signs or something of the sort.
87
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In Summa contra Gentiles, Aquinas gives a detailed description of the “evident signs” that show 

the credibility of faith.
88

 Faith appeared credible to the first Christians because of dramatic 

miracles. Contemporary Christians may not witness such miracles, but Aquinas says that the 

success of Christianity, which occurred despite the poor education of its founders, severe 

persecution, and teachings that demanded self-sacrifice, is miracle enough to justify belief in 

revelation. It is disbelief, then, that involves wishful thinking and the ignoring of the evidence; 

only from the standpoint of faith is one able to make an accurate assessment of the credibility of 

scripture’s claim to be revelation. Selfishness and pride, conditions that characterize all people 

apart from God’s gracious intervention, distort the minds of sinners who disbelieve the Christian 

claims. Disbelief is not merely an intellectual state, but is a result of (perhaps subconscious) self-

deception. This linking of intellect and will is implicit in Paul’s depiction of disbelief in Romans 

1, where he argues that though God’s power and providence are evident in creation, humans 

have sought to glorify themselves at God’s expense, and as a result “they became futile in their 

thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened.”
89

In a postmodern culture that is accustomed to scrutinizing truth claims by examining the 

interests and agendas of those who make such claims, it is not hard for us to find examples of 

occasions when evaluation of evidence is undermined by selfishness or pride. The criticisms 
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directed against the Bush administration for its assessment of intelligence before the invasion of 

Iraq provide an interesting example. Most critics have not charged that the administration was 

deliberately suppressing evidence or attempting to deceive the public, but the charge has often 

been made that selfish or prideful motives (for instance, the desire not to admit that previous 

claims might be wrong or overstated) subtly warped the evaluation of the intelligence for the 

presence of weapons of mass destruction. Whether or not this charge is accurate, the notion that 

bad motives could undermine our ability to see the truth at least seems plausible. Aquinas’s view 

does not require that we be conscious of these motives impinging on our assessment of a 

proposition, as though we simply choose whether to believe in the proposition or not. But choice 

is involved in the many day-to-day decisions that help to produce one’s disposition.
90

 This 

disposition, which reflects the activity of the will through time, affects our ability to accurately 

ascertain the truth. Jenkins gives the example of a greedy person who considers whether he 

should give more to the poor. The greedy person does not explicitly offer his own greed as the 

basis for withholding generosity (unless the person has no conscience whatsoever); instead, the 

disposition of greed causes him to assess the relevant arguments in a one-sided way. Writes 

Jenkins: 

Just as the greedy person does not say that he refuses to give more to the needy because of 

his greed, so the proud person does not say that he refuses assent to the propositions of 

faith because of his pride. Rather, a person’s greed influences his consideration of whether 

to give to the needy by causing him to focus on the ways in which giving can be considered 

bad—e.g. the poor deserve their lot because of laziness, hand-outs undermine initiative and 

self-reliance, I may need the money for unforeseen contingencies. Similarly, a person’s 

pride leads him to focus on apparent implausibilities of the claims of faith—e.g. God could 

not be three persons and yet one, God would not become incarnate in His creation, a person 

could not rise from the dead.
91
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From the discussion so far, it is easy to understand how the inclinations and desires of the 

will might bias and corrupt the process of evidential assessment, but the discussion has not made 

it clear why a will which is inclined to love God should be exempted from the charge of bias. Is 

not love for God just one more state of the will that could bias one’s evaluation of a particular 

truth claim? Someone who does not believe that God exists, for example, might charge that the 

one inclined to love God will likely be biased towards believing in God, despite strong evidence 

to the contrary. Of course, one might counter by saying that God in fact does exist, so that love 

of God biases someone towards the truth. But this fideistic argument would only satisfy the 

believer, and brings us back to Stump’s reading that faith is just a kind of wish-fulfillment which 

happens to be true. Jenkins, however, suggests that Aquinas is making a stronger claim. 

According to Jenkins, Aquinas is claiming that love for God somehow frees someone from bias 

(not just pushes one towards the “right” bias), so that the assessment made by the intellect can 

legitimately be called more objective. Below I argue for the truth of this stronger claim. I suggest 

that one need not assume the truth of Christianity or even the existence of God in order to show 

that a will disposed to love God (or, in this case, a possible God) is less inclined to mislead the 

intellect than a will which is not disposed to love God. 

I will attempt to show that the intensity of one’s love for the truth is a function of the scope 

and intensity of one’s love for other personal beings, and that a love that stops short of loving 

God (even a possible God) stymies one’s love for truth. I will make this argument by advancing 

four sequential claims: (1) As one expands one’s concerns beyond the narrow interests of the self 

to include the interests of others (the consequence of love), pursuing one’s concerns increasingly 

depends on a knowledge of the truth, and thus one’s love for the truth grows. (Conversely, the 

more one’s concerns are restricted to the interests of the self, the more pursuing one’s concerns 
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depends on a suppression of the truth.) (2) Only someone who loves all personal beings, and 

whose concerns thus encompass the interests of all beings, would have a will which is fully 

aligned with truth. (3) If someone recognizes God as a possible being, then for that person’s will 

to be fully aligned with the truth, that person must be disposed to love this possible God, so that 

he or she is ready and willing to adopt the interests of this possible God as his or her own 

concern. (4) Only someone who is disposed to love this possible God will be in a position to 

accurately assess the evidence for a number of propositions, including the proposition that this 

possible God exists. 

The key to my argument is the first claim, which posits that desire to know the truth grows 

in proportion to one’s love of others; and conversely, one’s desire to suppress and obscure the 

truth grows in proportion to one’s selfishness. The reason for this correlation between love for 

others and love for truth is that successfully pursuing the interests of several parties requires a 

greater understanding and knowledge of reality than successfully pursuing the interests of fewer 

parties. Consider, for example, the following scenario: my wife and I have saved up some money 

that I am hoping to use to purchase the sixty-volume Blackfriar edition of the Summa 

Theologiae, but my wife now informs me that she would like to use this money to buy a 

computer for her job. There are three ways I may respond to this conflict of interests between 

myself and my wife. First, if I am selfish and I have no problem acknowledging to myself that I 

am selfish, then I have no reason to fear any truths which pertain to my wife’s need. I could 

acknowledge to myself that her interest in buying a computer is more legitimate and important 

than my interest in acquiring the Summa, and even in the face of this knowledge I could still 

insist on buying the Summa anyway. But few people are willing to acknowledge to themselves 

that they are simply selfish. Most of us rationalize selfish activity, giving it some other basis. If, 
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then, I am selfish but do not wish to consciously acknowledge my selfishness, then my concerns 

(which in this case are acquiring the Summa and maintaining the delusion of fairness) are 

potentially threatened by truths which pertain to my wife’s need for a computer. There is the risk 

that I will discover that her interests are more meritorious than mine, so that justice would 

require me to defer to her wishes in this particular negotiation. In this case, seeing the truth of the 

situation would require either that I sacrifice my belief that I am not selfish or that I give up my 

hopes of getting the Summa. Because of this risk that the truth will be unfavorable, it is likely 

that as we deliberate on how to use the money, my selfishness will bias my intellectual 

assessment of the situation. I will overestimate the merit of my own interests and underestimate 

the merit of my wife’s interests.
92

 But the third possibility is that I legitimately love my wife as 

much as myself, so that my concerns include her interests as well as my own. In this case, 

successfully pursuing my broadened concerns will require knowing the full truth of the situation. 

Since I will want to advocate the most just position, one which accurately reflects the merits of 

our respective interests, the truth can only be an ally to the pursuit of my concerns. I will want to 

know all of the factors that affect her interests and my own, so that I can accurately compare the 

merit of our respective interests. 

Now suppose that as my wife and I discuss this purchase, a friend of ours informs us that 

he has lost his job and needs a loan. If I do not truly love this friend, then again I will not be 

genuinely interested in the truth of his situation and his need. To remain under the illusion of 

genuine friendship, I may go through the motions of considering his request, but as long as my 
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love is really restricted to my wife and myself, then my consideration will likely be half-hearted 

and biased. If I love him, on the other hand, I will have to consider his claim carefully in order to 

come to a position that accounts for all the interests involved and gives those interests the weight 

that they deserve. The key point is that the more that my concerns are broadened on account of 

love, the more I must know about reality in order to successfully pursue all of those concerns. To 

the degree that my concerns are restricted by selfishness, there will be certain truths that I would 

rather not know since a biased assessment would be more likely to allow me to pursue my 

narrow interests while living under the illusion of moral goodness. 

The conclusion of this line of logic is that one’s desire to know the truth can only be perfect 

if one loves all personal beings (i.e. all entities that have “interests”). If there is even one person 

that I do not love, whose interests I have not made my own concern, then there is a realm of truth 

that I am not concerned about. I would rather not know about the legitimacy and justice of that 

person’s claims, since those claims may in some way impinge upon the pursuit of those interests 

that I do care about.
93

 Someone who equally loves all personal beings will want to know the truth 

about all the interests of these beings, as well as the truth about the relative worth and importance 

of these interests, since this knowledge is essential to effectively act on this expansive love. Thus 

perfect love entails perfect zeal for the truth. 

But if there is a God who is also in some sense a personal being, a God who has interests 

and makes claims on other beings, then the logic described above would imply that we must also 

love God if our will is to be fully aligned with the truth. For if we do not love God, and thus have 

not included God’s interests and claims among our concerns, then we will be inclined to 

underplay the extent or merit of those claims in our own evidential assessment. We may employ 
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rationalization to dismiss the claim that God has issued certain commands, for instance, or we 

might be inclined to underestimate the merit and justice of God’s interests and demands as 

compared to our own concerns. But the problem with simply extending the above logic to God is 

that many doubt the existence of God, or at least of a God who is personal and has interests and 

makes claims on humans. How can one love God if there may be no such thing as God? Despite 

this complication, I suggest that the basic logic still applies. It is possible to have an orientation 

of love towards a merely possible being, and I will argue that it is necessary to love even the 

“possible God” if one is to be in a position to accurately assess the evidence for this God’s 

existence. Loving a possible God means that one desires to include the interests of God among 

one’s concerns if it turns out that God does in fact exist. 

The following example illustrates how the logic thus far can be applied to a possible being. 

Suppose a man has an affair with a woman and then never sees her again or hears anything about 

her. Many years later, he receives a letter that claims to be from a son who was conceived as a 

result of this affair. This supposed son claims to be in distress and is asking for a large sum of 

money. The man recognizes that the letter may be genuine, but he also has enemies who know 

about this affair, and wonders whether the letter is their concoction intended to undermine him 

financially. Two points may be made about this example. First, it is possible for the man to have 

a kind of love for this possible son, even though this son may not even exist. The man may feel 

that if this son does exist, he wants to include this son’s interests among his own concerns. 

Second, whether the man actually does love this possible son may affect his assessment of the 

evidence for this son’s existence, as well as his assessment of the merit of this son’s request for 

money. There are several ways the man’s will could bias his evidential assessment. His hatred 

for his enemies might be so strong that, in his desire to avoid giving money to them at all costs, 
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he overestimates the likelihood that the letter is a sham. Or inadequate love for the possible son 

could lead the man to underestimate the likelihood of the letter’s veracity. Alternatively, 

inadequate love for the man’s own family, who would suffer if the man met this burdensome 

financial request, may lead the man to overestimate the relative merit of the possible son’s 

demand. The only way that the man’s will cannot possibly bias his assessment of the evidence is 

if the man equally loves all parties that possibly have a stake in the situation, including the 

hypothetical son. In the case of such equal love (which must also include love for himself), the 

outcome that the man desires is equivalent to the outcome that is just, and thus reflects the true 

merits of the claims of all parties actually involved. Discovering this just outcome will require 

knowing the full truth of the situation; thus the will of someone who loves all involved (and thus 

loves justice) is necessarily aligned with truth. If the man’s love for any of the relevant parties, 

including the hypothetical son, is weak, then there is at least part of the man that would not mind 

coming to the wrong assessment of the evidence if that assessment was favorable to the parties 

that the man loves most. 

The same general logic applies when someone is confronted with a message about God, say 

the Christian message, and then conceives of this God as a possible being. Only if I am inclined 

to love God as well as other human beings will I be disposed to evaluate the evidence for God’s 

existence in an unbiased way. I will not simply be biased towards believing in God, because the 

claims God makes on humanity seem to impinge in significant ways on the interests of myself 

and others that I love. But my willingness to love a possible God means that I also do not wish to 

mistakenly discount legitimate and just claims that may have actually been made by God, since 

such claims would be among my own concerns. Only someone who loves both God and 

humanity will legitimately desire to know the truth about the interests of God and humanity and 
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the relative merit of these interests. Thus, love of God and humanity enables one to assess the 

evidence for the possible God’s existence in a way that is not biased by the limited love of the 

will. But because of human selfishness, our concerns are usually biased towards our own 

interests and perhaps the interests of those who are close to us. We are thus negatively disposed 

towards God’s claims, even though God’s claims have complete merit since God is our creator. 

Consequently we have, returning to Paul’s words in Romans 1, suppressed the truth by our 

wickedness, so that our thinking has become futile and our senseless minds have been darkened.

What is to be gained by this philosophical excursus? First, it suggests how Thomas’s claim 

that a will oriented towards God disposes the intellect to believe the truth can be understood 

without simply appealing to the fact of God’s existence. Though Thomas does not clearly spell 

out how he thinks the intellect and the will are connected, and though I doubt Thomas would 

have treated this question in precisely the same way that I have, I believe that the line of thinking 

pursued here is consistent with the basic character of Thomas’s thought. Thomas argues that the 

form of faith is love; even though faith is defined primarily in terms of intellectual assent, the 

ultimate aim of faith which motivates this assent and makes it possible is love of the good.
94

Since Thomas believes that faith is also grounded in persuasive evidence (even though this 

evidence does not finally amount to a proof),
95

 the implication is that love and the apprehension 

of the full truth must be united, so that the latter requires the former. The above argument seeks 

to spell out the terms of this relationship, suggesting that only through expansive love can the 

will’s resistance to truth finally be overcome. I am not suggesting that this is the only way that 
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the relationship between love and truth can be understood,
96

 but only that it is a potentially 

fruitful one. 

Second, though the line of reasoning offered here would certainly benefit from further 

elaboration and extension, I believe that it hints at how the thought of Aquinas might be an 

apposite guide as we wrestle with the deep epistemological pessimism of our postmodern 

culture. Thomas faintly anticipates some of the key insights of postmodern skepticism, but his 

theological perspective frames these insights differently and offers a productive and hopeful 

alternative to today’s pervasive cynicism. At a superficial level, Thomas’s understanding of 

reason and faith may seem to be the antithesis of most postmodern perspectives. Thomas’s 

account of scientia, with its epistemological realism and foundationalist structure, may appear 

antiquated and naïve in light of contemporary skepticism and nonfoundationalism. But as argued 

above, a careful reading of Thomas reveals that the realism and foundationalism he advocates is 

significantly more humble and modest in scope than that advocated by many of his 

Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment successors.
97

 Foundationalist rationality undergirds 
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scientia, but scientia is not coextensive with human rationality as a whole.
98

 Much of human 

reasoning deals with questions not amenable to inferential proofs, and in his discussion of this 

wider rationality, Aquinas has significant commonalities with contemporary postmodern 

thought. Most notably, Thomas and today’s postmodern skeptics both reject modernity’s robust 

confidence in “objective reason.” Where postmoderns suggest that knowledge and reason are 

tools of power and self-interest, Thomas also posits a connection between the will and reason, 

suggesting that humanity’s sinful will warps and biases many operations of the intellect. As 

Eugene Rogers has shown in his exposition of Thomas’s commentary on Romans 1, it is 

scripture itself that helps move Thomas to this “postmodern” conclusion.
99

In one important respect, then, Thomas shares postmodernism’s skepticism about human 

rationality, since under the influence of the sinful will rationality can become rationalization, 

denial, and self-deception. But Thomas differs from many today by not resigning to 

epistemological despair and pessimism. Thomas points to love—love for God and the love for 

others that this entails—as the way beyond the distorting effects of the will. I suggested that the 

persuasiveness of this claim does not depend on Christian theology alone, but that there are 

strong philosophical reasons to believe that an expansive love is a way of “unbiasing” the 

intellect. If, as both Thomas and postmodernists seem to suppose, there is no such thing as a 

disinterested intellect, then a strengthening of one’s love for all parties who have a stake in the 

truth may be the only way to unbias the intellect. Of course, postmodern thought has identified a 

number of different kinds of bias other than the influence of self-interest; cultural perspective, 

language, and experience, for example, shape rationality and potentially limit the intellect’s 

ability to discern the truth. I am not suggesting that the way of love can overcome these 
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limitations. But the intellectual bias that is rooted in sin and “the will to power” is arguably the 

most pernicious kind of bias, since one who is primarily concerned with oneself and one’s 

particular group will never have a strong incentive to learn from others’ perspectives and to 

attempt to see things from another’s point of view. Love is not sufficient to overcome the bias 

implicit in our thinking, but if this bias can be mitigated at all, love would seem to be necessary. 

Thomas’s thought points us to a virtue epistemology with love as the cornerstone.
100

 But 

this raises the question of how one can attain the kind of love that is necessary to heal the 

operation of the mind. This question finally brings us to the critical last phrase of Thomas’s 

definition of faith: “Now to believe is an act of the mind assenting to the divine truth by virtue of 

the command of the will as this is moved by God through grace.” Aquinas is no Pelagian. 

Though faith is in a sense meritorious, since it does not involve the intellect only but is a virtue 

involving the action of the will, faith is not finally a human accomplishment. Humans cannot 

simply choose the love for God that is necessary to make faith possible. Apart from divine 

intervention, the sinful, selfish will cannot be escaped, and reason is impossibly diseased by 

sin.
101

 The answer to postmodernity’s epistemological despair, according to Aquinas, must be 

theological and christological. The only basis for hoping that reason may be healed is God’s 

grace, which despite our lack of merit allows the same mind to be in us that was in Christ 

Jesus.
102

 Informed by the love of Christ, our minds are freed from their rebellion against the 

truth. We are able to see revelation in scripture for what it really is—God’s powerful word 
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“confirmed by miracles”
103

—and we are able to hear God’s claims upon us for what they really 

are—claims that are not only just, but that are also for our ultimate good. 

Considering a Thomistic theology of apologetics

In his treatment of the faith/reason relationship, Thomas is able to show the unity of faith 

and reason without collapsing one into the other and thereby compromising the integrity of the 

two modes of cognition. Thomas’s view stands in contrast to both rationalism and fideism, which 

offer a unified approach to human knowing but at the cost of undermining the distinctiveness of 

either faith or reason. Rationalism compromises the integrity of faith by reducing it to reason. 

Extreme rationalism suggests that, at least for some, belief can be attained through purely 

objective analysis of the facts. Faith is portrayed as a primarily intellectual accomplishment 

(perhaps with a moral component as well), and is thus largely subsumed by reason. Fideism, at 

least in its more extreme theological and philosophical varieties, tends to compromise the 

integrity of reason by reducing reason to faith. Jettisoning the view that there is one human 

rationality that transcends culture, various rationalities are understood as reflections of different 

worldviews, products of culture that are likely to reflect the biases of power and sinful human 

aspirations. Though both Barth and Lindbeck arguably avoid the worst extremes of fideism, 

fideism can express itself in a cavalier attitude towards reason—competing rationalities are 

presented as merely alternative faith perspectives. From this vantage point, the need to 

coordinate Christianity with rationality disappears; Christianity is its own form of rationality that 

is arguably as good as any other rationality on the market.  
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Another insufficient view of the faith/reason relationship treats faith and reason as two 

ways of knowing that are each appropriate to their own limited domain, but which should have 

little to do with each other. This “two domains” view preserves the distinctiveness of faith and 

reason, but it does so at the cost of their unity. Unlike fideist views, the two domains view does 

not seek to develop a critique of prevalent forms of rationality from the standpoint of its faith 

perspective. The objectivity and sufficiency of rationality is accepted in its own domain. But 

unlike more rationalistic views, there are not serious attempts to rationally defend the beliefs of 

faith. Each form of knowing has its particular purview, and there need be little to no interaction 

between the two. The late Stephen Jay Gould is an example of this view when he insists, in 

somewhat overly simplistic terms, that faith and science ask and answer different types of 

questions, so that conflict between the two should never occur.
104

 Arguably, this attitude also 

characterizes much of popular Christian religion today, where there is little attempt to meet 

philosophical challenges to the faith, but neither is there much attempt to critique other modes of 

reasoning from the perspective of faith (as long as what is being reasoned about does not directly 

relate to Christian claims).
105

 In his own day, Aquinas was responding to a particularly 

pernicious version of this faith/reason split.
106

 Faced with conflicts between the radical 

Aristotelianism of Averroes and Christian teaching, many suggested that philosophy and 

theology pursued different kinds of truths so that Aristotle and scripture could both be accepted 

as authorities without the need to reconcile the two. Thomas was not content with this divorcing 

of faith and reason, nor was he satisfied with a position that would subsume one into the other.
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As discussed above, Thomas’s theology affords a positive place to both faith and reason, 

and presents them as interrelated and connected even though both possess their own 

distinctiveness and integrity. Human reason is a capable tool, playing a positive role in the lives 

of believer and unbeliever alike. But when humans direct the gaze of reason towards divine 

things, human reason fails to perceive the truth because it is compromised by a sinful and 

disordered heart. Faith is eminently reasonable (even if not provable by the terms of human 

scientia), but apprehending this reasonability requires a rightly-directed mind, one that is not 

warped by sin and godless desires. Faith involves a reordering of the heart towards God, freeing 

reason from the warping that has come about through sinful orientation. Faith makes properly 

functioning reason possible. What makes faith faith, and not some accomplishment of human 

reason, is the fact that faith is the product of God’s intervention, redirecting our desires and love 

away from selfish ends and towards God. Only because of the work of God in Christ can reason 

be healed as it is guided by faith. 

Thomas’s understanding of the faith/reason relationship places the task of apologetics in an 

ambiguous space. On the one hand, apologetic arguments alone are insufficient to persuade, 

since rationality alone is not capable of seeing the reasonability of the Christian faith and moving 

the unbeliever to belief. This is true because there is no such thing as “rationality alone”—there 

is only reason as affected and guided by human love and desire.
107

 On the other hand, Thomas 

suggests that even though God’s grace is the primary cause of faith, apologetic argumentation 

can have a potentially positive role in helping to uncover the reasonability that is to be found in 

the faith, perhaps lessening the rational resistance on the part of the unbeliever. Arguments, 
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Thomas asserts, help to “remove deterrents to faith, namely by showing that what is proposed for 

belief is not an impossibility.”
108

The positive role Thomas assigns apologetics need not conflict with a robust understanding 

of God’s grace. If God chooses to use the witness of the church in bringing people to faith (even 

though we still identify God as the primary cause of faith), might God also choose to use the 

church’s attempt to uncover the reasonability of the faith through apologetic argument? To be 

sure, apologetic argument is insufficient. The church must bear witness to God’s desirability (not 

just God’s truthfulness), testifying in our worship and service that God is indeed more wonderful 

and worthy of our pursuit than the self or any other idol. But in doing this, the church should not 

neglect the philosophical questions and barriers to belief presented by unbelievers, as though the 

influence of sin renders the rational work of non-Christians irrelevant. Unredeemed human 

rationality is sick and disordered, but according to Thomas it is in need of being healed, not 

abandoned. Just as Aquinas believes that grace perfects nature, rather than destroying it, he also 

asserts that faith perfects reason rather than dispensing with it.
109

 Those less comfortable with 

this Catholic perspective on nature still might be able to affirm that grace both preserves and 

destroys as it perfects. It destroys our sinful, rebellious selves, nailing them to the cross, but 

preserves that in us which was intended for good as we are brought into God’s service. A 

Christianity that scorns apologetics and the attempt to answer the rational objections of unbelief 

obscures the fact that the intellect is fulfilled, not abandoned, in a robust Christian faith. 

Engaging philosophical challenges and attempting to demonstrate the reasonability of the 

Christian faith not only potentially helps to remove intellectual roadblocks that may contribute to 
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a position of unbelief, but such intellectual engagement also bears witness to the marriage of 

mind and heart, truth and fulfillment, that is made possible in Jesus Christ. 

Despite the reasons offered thus far in favor of a modest yet positive place for apologetics, 

the nonfoundationalist critiques explored in the first part of this essay have yet to be answered. 

Does Thomas’s thought on faith, reason, and apologetics possess the resources to adequately 

answer these critiques, or must aspects of his thought be modified or abandoned? I will first 

consider Barth’s theological critique, and then turn to the more philosophical questions raised by 

Lindbeck’s program. 

Even if, as I have argued, Thomas’s estimation of reason is more humble than that of his 

Enlightenment successors, and even if Thomas’s natural theology is intended to emphasize 

God’s inapproachability by the means of reason, the Barthian may not be satisfied. Does not the 

active engagement with philosophy exemplified by Thomas put pressure on the Christian to 

compromise the faith in the attempt to accommodate human reason? Though elements in 

Thomas’s theological program may have been co-opted by later, more ambitious projects in 

natural theology, I suggest that the scripturalism of Thomas’s system (as rightly interpreted) 

serves as a stable check that helps to protect against excessive philosophical compromise in the 

practice of apologetics. This scripturalism is evident in Thomas’s suggested apologetic strategy 

and in his subordination of human scientia to the teachings of scripture. 

A careful reading of Barth’s polemic against apologetics in Church Dogmatics II/1 

suggests that though Barth may speak of apologetics in broad terms, his criticisms most directly 

apply to an apologetic strategy that sets scripture aside in order to engage, even if temporarily, in 

the gamesmanship of natural theology.
110

 At least in his critique in II/1, Barth does not directly 

consider how philosophical thinking could potentially be employed in an evangelistic process 
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that started with the proclamation of scripture and kept scripture as the central focus. Consider, 

for instance, the situation where someone proclaims the gospel and is met with David Hume’s 

argument against belief in miracles, or with the assertion that belief in God is irrational. In the 

context of a proclamation which points to revelation and calls for faith in Christ, one could still 

employ philosophical reasoning in order to address such concerns. This responsive approach is 

quite different than starting with some metaphysical system and trying to reach Christian 

conclusions by means of philosophical construction. In his vigorous attack against a program of 

natural theology, Barth attacks this more ambitious aim, but has not necessarily presented a case 

which clearly indicts all philosophical apologetics, or even all uses of natural theology (e.g., a 

Thomistic natural theology which attempts to show that a God exists but which does not attempt 

to say anything substantive about who this God is essentially).
111

A genuinely Thomistic apologetic strategy must begin and end with scripture, thus 

protecting against the risk that philosophy will swamp the scriptural witness. Thomas presents a 

basic outline of an apologetic strategy in the opening chapters of the Summa contra Gentiles, a 

strategy which is consistent with his treatment of faith and reason in the Summa Theologiae.
112

This outline suggests a multi-pronged engagement with unbelief. Philosophy is employed to the 

extent that the preambles of faith can be proven and to the extent that philosophical objections 

(that claim the status of proof) can be countered with philosophy. Such philosophical work is 

important in that it removes intellectual roadblocks to belief. But philosophy in itself has no 

chance of moving someone to specifically Christian belief, which is beyond philosophy. Thus, 

evangelism must always start with the proclamation of scripture. Apologetics comes to the aid of 

this scriptural proclamation by attempting to show the credibility of scripture’s claim to be God’s 
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revelation. Aquinas commends historical argumentation which persuasively shows (even if it 

cannot demonstrably prove) that the church and the scriptures are not a product of merely natural 

causes.
113

 There is an abundance of evidence to suggest that the hand of God was at work in 

Christian origins. By pointing to this abundant and credible evidence, the Christian helps to make 

Christianity a live option to the unbeliever by presenting scripture as something that deserves 

serious consideration. In arguing for the truth of specific articles of faith, moreover, the Christian 

presents these beliefs as being justified by their support in scripture. Thomas believes that 

presenting Christian beliefs as a matter of trust in credible revelation will be much more 

persuasive to the non-Christian than attempting to provide arguments for doctrines like the 

Trinity and the incarnation. Such arguments, which can only be probable arguments or 

suggestive analogies, like Augustine’s analogical description of the Trinitarian relations,
114

 may 

be tentatively offered as aids in understanding, but to present the Christian faith as though it was 

founded on such thinking would result in Christians getting laughed off. For Thomas, 

apologetics must draw attention to the scriptural proclamation; it is not an alternative to this 

proclamation. 

Thomas’s scripturalism is also evident in his subordination of human scientia to the truths 

of faith and the science of sacra doctrina. As has been shown, Thomas is quite aware of the 

fallibility of human reason; he suggests that philosophers are often mistaken when complex 

topics are considered and that “the human mind falls far short when it comes to the things of 

God.”
115

 The articles of faith, even though they cannot be seen with the intellectual clarity that 

comes with scientia, are judged to be more certain than scientia on account of their eminently 

                                                
113

SCG I, 6. 
114

Exposition of the “De Trinitate” of Boethius, Question 2, Article 3. 
115

ST II-II, 2, 4. 



55

trustworthy source.
116

 The certainty of the articles of faith allows Aquinas to maintain that sacra 

doctrina is a science that ranks above all of the theoretical sciences.
117

 Though the articles of 

faith are beyond reason and are not grasped by the intellect in the same way that the first 

principles of scientia are, one may still start with the articles of faith as the first principles of 

theology and, in the manner of scientia, reason to further conclusions on the basis of these 

starting points.
118

 (Theology borrows its first principles from the divine scientia; in God’s mind 

the principles are known in a non-discursive way as a unified whole.) This privileging of sacra 

doctrina as the highest science elevates scripture to the central place in Thomas’s thinking. As 

Eugene Rogers has endeavored to show, since for Thomas a mark of scientia is adherence to its 

first principles, and since Christ is the reality which the first principles of theology seek to 

describe, then the more Aristotelian (e.g. “scientific”) theology is, “the more scriptural, [and] the 

more christoform” it must be.
119

This privileging of scripture provides a check against undue influence of philosophy in the 

practice of theology. Rather than reason judging faith, faith judges reason.
120

 The Christian 

philosopher, beginning with the biblical testimony, identifies conflicts between theology and 

philosophy as areas where reason must have gone astray.
121

 Such a conflict is an invitation to a 

critical examination of philosophy in an attempt to bring it into alignment with Christian 
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teaching, thus “turning water into wine.”
122

 The sympathizers of Barth might protest that the 

thick Aristotelian air filling the structure of the Summa suggests that Thomas grants philosophy 

undue influence. This charge may possess some merit, but Barth himself argues that an 

absolutely principled stand against philosophy infiltrating theology is not possible, since 

everyone reads scripture through the “spectacles” that constitute their worldview.
123

 The hope, 

according to Barth, is that one can hold a worldly philosophy with sufficient looseness so that 

one is ready to modify it or drop it in light of biblical scrutiny.
124

 A philosophy brought under the 

authority of scripture “can be criticized in the service of the Word of God, and it can then gain a 

legitimate critical power. It can be elucidated and then elucidate.”
125

 Thomas and Barth, then, are 

both scripturalists who have essentially the same view on the relationship between philosophy 

and theology. Since Thomas was thoroughly inundated with Aristotelianism in the intellectual 

climate at Paris, it is impossible to imagine that he could have interpreted scripture without 

making significant use of Aristotelian categories of thought. Certaintly many aspects of 

Thomas’s theology do appear to be unduly influenced by Aristotle. But likely many of our 

perspectives on scriptural interpretation will appear to be antiquated in several centuries due to 

our own philosophical (and other) biases. One wonders, for instance, if our appropriation of 

some types of modern biblical criticism in our hermeneutics will one day look as excessive and 

overbearing as Thomas’s Aristotelianism sometimes does to us. Barth deserves significant credit 

for maintaining a critical distance from many of the critical approaches that were popular during 

his day (and still are in ours). (On the other hand, just as Barth and others would concede that 

modern biblical scholarship can be very illuminating, aspects of Thomas’s Aristotelian/Christian 
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synthesis remain quite illuminating as well!) Thomas also can be commended for his willingness 

to extend, modify, and supplement the prevailing philosophy when he felt that scripture 

demanded it.
126

In defending Thomas’s stance on theology and philosophy, I am not attempting to dismiss 

Barth’s important warnings about the practice of apologetics. As both Thomas and Barth would 

affirm, if the desire to convince supersedes the desire to remain biblical, then the church will 

have lost the distinctive grounds that make it worth listening to. Christian proclamation is 

nothing if it is not a sharing of God’s words, words that we cannot derive but must receive. 

Given the significance of Barth’s warnings, one might be tempted to err on the “safe side” by 

placing severe limitations on philosophical apologetics. But it is important to note that Barth’s 

stand against apologetics is not without its own risks. There is the risk that in our effort to remain 

principled and resist the apologetic temptation we will be more principled than the apostles or 

even Christ himself. In Paul’s attempt to become all things to all people that he might save 

some
127

 and to take every thought captive to obey Christ,
128

 one wonders whether Paul always 

answered philosophical challenges with mere proclamation, or if sometimes he could not resist 

advancing a philosophical argument, and maybe even a sustained and well thought-out one. To 

be sure, in the gospel of John, Jesus suggests the superiority of a faith which is based on trust and 

does not demand overwhelming evidence when he says to Thomas, “Have you believed because 
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you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”
129

 But despite 

this acknowledgment that there is a superior way to come to faith, Jesus still condescended to 

meet Thomas’s very specific demand for a sign, offering his hands and side for Thomas’s 

inspection.
130

 Perhaps Barth is right that a world which seeks evidence of God in its own 

philosophical reflection misunderstands the nature of faith. But perhaps we are also called to 

humble ourselves and attempt to respond to those demands when it is possible to do so without 

compromising the gospel we proclaim.
131

Turning now to considerations raised by Lindbeck’s nonfoundationalism, it seems clear 

that Thomas’s theological and philosophical views of natural reason will need significant 

revision if one is to make Thomas’s thought serviceable in the contemporary context. Thomas 

believes that one can distinguish between natural reason—which is grounded in human nature, 

does not involve the will, and engenders the certainty of scientia—and probable reasoning, 

admits the influence of desires and unprovable assumptions, and which only produces opinion. 

(Faith, which lacks scientia’s clarity of vision but shares its certainty, stands midway between 

scientia and opinion.)
132

 Thomas’s discussion of probable reasoning is the closest he comes to 

the more contemporary notion of a rationality that is influenced and shaped by particular cultural 

perspectives. Thomas did not necessarily think it was always easy to tell the difference between 

these two kinds of reasoning—he had to labor to show that Aristotle’s proof that the world was 

eternal actually only amounted to a probable argument
133

—but nonetheless he did think that 

through careful thinking one could identify a given claim as either scientia or opinion. Thomas’s 

confidence in the existence of natural reason, and in our ability to locate it, fits naturally with his 
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high view of nature. Since for Thomas nature already includes the marks of God’s grace, there 

must be a reasoning which is based upon nature which is basically good and can help guide us 

towards the truth. Though natural reason is not itself sufficient apart from the infused grace of 

faith, it is nonetheless a helpful tool that is reliable in certain spheres. 

Nearly eight hundred years after Thomas, we cannot be so confident in our ability to 

distinguish natural reason from “opinion.” Merely looking at Thomas’s intriguing but outdated 

depiction of scientia reveals how much the notion of “natural reason” is subject to revision and 

change. In a world that has internalized the logic of evolution, it no longer seems to make sense 

to speak of the unchanging natures of things that mimic their blueprint in the mind of God. 

Natures in the natural world, and in other realms as well, seem fluid, subject to change, and even 

altered by random events (like mutations). In the wake of scientific reductionism, some may 

question whether we can locate natures at all. Is a dog, for example, best described by its 

outward, observable qualities? Or is it best captured by describing what it “really is” at the 

molecular and cellular level? Neither level of description seems sufficient; describing the 

quiddity of things will often depend on the context of the exploration, and a number of layers of 

explanation may be needed. As Jenkins suggests, the existence of microstructures that are not 

observable but that are fundamentally important in understanding a thing poses a fundamental 

challenge to Aquinas’s notion of scientia and the human ability to grasp the forms of things.
134

The differences between Thomas’s notion of reason and our own raises the question of 

whether there is such a thing as natural reason and if so whether it can be identified with any 

confidence. Postmodern criticism has rightly dispelled us of the notion that we can easily locate 

natural reason and scientifically proceed by employing it alone. But in its more radical forms, 

postmodern thought has altogether abandoned the idea of a foundationalist ontology that would 
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ground talk of human nature, and as a consequence of this move the notion of a foundationalist 

rationality that transcends cultural particularity has also been left in the dust heap.
135

 All 

rationality is thus consigned to the realm of culture. Some theologians have embraced this view, 

especially those who emphasize the thorough corruption of humanity as a consequence of the 

fall.
136

 But this more radical postmodern move is ultimately an unproductive alternative. The 

total rejection of the language of human nature and of natural reason is quite an audacious move, 

and theological and philosophical considerations weigh against it.  

First, completely abandoning the notion of natural reason leads to a pernicious relativism 

that threatens to undermine dialogue and mutual learning. If I assume that there are only multiple 

rationalities which may have no common points of contact, then there is no reason I should 

necessarily listen to the perspectives of someone who operates with a different cultural 

rationality. The other person’s views can be viewed as pure products of culture, so there is no 

reason to suspect that they should be compelling to me in any way. But if I instead assume that 

there is some core of natural reason common to nearly all persons, then I am more likely to 

assume that another cultural perspective may be plausible to me, since it has gained currency 

among a people who share my basic humanity and who thus share at least some of my rational 

sensibilities. I study it as one open to the possibility that it may appeal to some of my core 

standards of rationality even more than my own current perspective. Second, the mere fact that 

humans are biologically similar to one another suggests that there are likely some common 

standards of rationality that could be called “natural reason.” The fact that we all operate with the 

same basic biological hardware (with some differences between individuals, of course) naturally 

leads to the suspicion that there are some constraints on rationality, no matter what cultural 

                                                
135

 Thomas Guarino, “Postmodernity and Five Fundamental Theological Issues,” Theological Studies 57 (1996): 

657. 
136

 Ibid., 658. 



61

software is loaded into our systems. Finally, the notion of humanity’s fallenness does not require 

that we completely excise the concept of natural reason for theological reasons. At first, there 

might seem to be a tension here, for if reason seems to lead (non-Christian) people to 

conclusions that are antithetical to Christianity, it seems better to attribute reason to our fallen 

cultures than to our nature, for which we arguably cannot be held responsible. But as Aquinas’s 

depiction of the faith/reason relationship illustrates, even if natural reason is operative in us, 

there is no need to hold it responsible for our disbelief. Natural reason may operate effectively 

within a certain scope, but in certain realms (especially in its consideration of God), our sinful 

will impinges on our thinking, so that our conclusions cannot be attributed to natural reason 

alone. In this sense, the gift of faith need not be seen as a displacement of natural reason, but a 

reformation of the will so that natural reason, in partnership with a heart ordered to God, can 

operate rightly as it was intended to. 

What place, then, should natural reason have in theology? George Lindbeck can be a 

helpful guide here. Though he appropriates much of postmodern thinking and is critical of a 

facile identification of natural reason, he also stops short of the most radical form of 

nonfoundationalism which would deny the existence of any universal norms of reasonableness. 

By employing the metaphor of “depth grammar” and suggesting that universal norms do exist, 

though they resist formulation and culturally neutral expression, even Lindbeck allows a 

modicum of foundationalism to creep into his depiction of human rationality.
137

 To be sure, 

Lindbeck’s foundationalism is a highly limited and sophisticated one; he is aware that one never 

has “pure culture” without a substructure provided by nature and that one never has “pure 

nature” without the trappings and influence of culture. Disentangling the two so that “natural 

reason” can be isolated and described may never be possible. But the mere fact that it is there is 
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grounds for hope as we attempt to understand others and share why we hold the beliefs that we 

do.

If we accept Thomas’s conviction that Christian belief is eminently reasonable, but that this 

reasonability is obscured apart from the gift of faith, and if we acknowledge the existence of 

common standards of rationality but accept Lindbeck’s claim that these standards cannot easily 

be identified and only operate within larger, culturally-determined rational frameworks, where 

does that leave apologetics? I have already described one theological justification for apologetics 

by arguing that apologetics bears witness to the marriage of truth and fulfillment that is to be 

found in Jesus Christ. But the shortcomings of Thomas’s Aristotelian/Christian synthesis, as well 

as Lindbeck’s valid emphasis on the significance of culture, should serve to remind us that truth 

is not something we have mastered and have at our disposal. Instead, truth is someone we follow, 

and follow rather imperfectly. Culture, human nature (with its potential as well as its limitations), 

our own sinful desires, and the word of God all impinge upon our perception of reality, and we 

are not able to easily sort out just how we are influenced by these various factors. This humbling 

realization should serve to temper our confidence in any particular line of thinking that we use in 

an apologetic encounter. It should also encourage us to heed the warnings of Barth by never 

divorcing apologetics from the task of teaching scripture. In teaching scripture we hope that the 

ways our culture obscures our understanding of God’s word may be exposed; we hope that 

unbelievers will sharpen us by using scripture against our inadequate understanding and 

presentation of the gospel.  

But the fact that we only tentatively and partially grasp the truth we are proclaiming should 

not discourage us from attempting to intellectually engage nonbelievers with the gospel. Instead, 

it should motivate us to deepen that engagement and to make it more sustained. An apologetics 
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which is dialogical and which attempts to truly understand the other person’s perspective should 

aid our own understanding of the faith. Engaging those who think differently from ourselves, 

either because they are from a different culture or simply because they employ a different set of 

assumptions, will likely challenge our notions of what rationality must entail. Learning others’ 

modes of thinking in apologetic discussion may help clarify ways that our own cultural 

assumptions have shaped our appropriation of scripture, and we may discover aspects of other 

“rationalities” that shed new light on the meaning of the Bible. The point is that we do not just 

inhabit a Christian cultural-linguistic system, but for most of us several rationalities are operative 

in our thinking. Not always knowing what to attribute to our Christianity and what to attribute to 

our culture or human nature, sustained apologetic encounters with those who think differently 

will try our persuasive resources and should challenge us to return again and again to scripture in 

hopes of gaining fresh insight and being further converted. One might claim that I am merely 

making an argument for inter-religious dialogue. Perhaps I am, if it is allowed that we be 

ourselves in such dialogue, so that we may bring to the discussion our passion for the good news, 

our commitment to the unity of truth, and our conviction that God is decisively revealed in 

Christ. A dialogue that does not require either party to suppress the natural desire to persuade, 

and which allows for a sustained cross-cultural catechesis (as advocated by Lindbeck), would 

indeed foster an apologetics that is appropriate for our postmodern situation. This apologetics is 

not content to fire glib arguments from afar, but must move close to the other to promote mutual 

interrogation and critical self-examination. Such an apologetics reveals a willingness to follow 

wherever truth leads, as well as a confidence in who Truth is. 
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