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Evidentialism,1 the view that one must have reasons to believe in God rationally, is

commonly criticized for allegedly eliminating the possibility for justified belief in God

among the unlettered faithful. In his important essay, “Reason and Belief in God,” Alvin

Plantinga questions how evidentialism can confer epistemic justification on a fourteen-

year-old theist who is raised in a community where most everyone believes in God but

who does not assent to his theistic views on the basis of evidence.2 Kelly Clark ends his

treatise against evidentialism,Return to Reason, with the example of his grandmother

who Clark claims does not have sufficient evidence to believe in God on evidentialism’s

criteria for knowledge. If this is so, Clark complains, “then my grandmother has a noetic

defect—she believes in God without sufficient propositional evidence. […] It is difficult

for me to imagine that God has put her in a cognitive situation which makes her belief in

God positively irrational.”3 These untoward consequences have led certain theists to

reject evidentialism altogether. JayWood summarizes this anti-evidentialist argument

this way:

Not only does seeking to secure justification for religious belief through argument
limit the number of beliefs we can be said justifiably to believe, but it also severely
restricts the number of people who can actively participate in the task of justifying
even minimal theism. [. . .] Even if it is possible to prove God’s existence—and

1Or stated negatively, evidentialism is the view that belief in God is not properly basic as reformed
epistemologists are noted for claiming. Often, evidentialists structure epistemic justification combining
classical foundationalism and internalism. One example of evidentialism is exemplified by Gary Habermas,
“Evidential Apologetics,” in Five Views on Apologetics, ed. Steven B. Cowan (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
2000), 92-121.

2 Alvin Plantinga, “Reason and Belief in God,” in Faith and Rationality, ed. Alvin Plantinga and
Nicholas Wolterstorff (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983); reprinted inThe Analytic Theist: An Alvin
Plantinga Reader, ed. James F. Sennett (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 117 (page references refer to
reprint ed.).

3 Kelly James Clark, Return to Reason (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 157-58.
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this too is roundly disputedÑ it is not a task to which most persons are suited by
aptitude, training or leisure time.4

Indeed, this tragic and counterintuitive consequenceÑ that only thephilosophers

could have justified belief in GodÑ indicates to epistemologists like Plantinga, Clark,

Wood, and many others that something is fundamentally wrongwith evidentialism.

Another criticism against evidentialism claims that it obligates believersto

abandon their faith in circumstances when the evidence morepowerfully supports claims

that undermine central tenets of the faith.5 For example, suppose a young graduate

student is attending a liberal theological school where herbelief in the bodily

Resurrection of Jesus is constantly assailed by her professors. She searches for satisfying

rejoinders in her textbooks and from her classmates, but shefinds nothing sufficient to

overturn the evidence presented by her professors. If evidentialism is true (or so the claim

goes), she ought to follow the evidenceÑ even if it entails abandoning her orthodox faith.

Given this adverse result, critics of evidentialism believe this occasions a reason to reject

evidentialism.

I believe that these criticisms of evidentialism fail for a variety of reasons. In this

paper, I will articulate one response that, if successful, find defeats them persuasively.

Furthermore, my defense of evidentialism will bring to light a criticism of Reformed

EpistemologyÕs (mis-)use of the Holy Spirit. My contention is that a biblically sound

epistemology of the Holy Spirit serves a valuable role in an evidentialistÕs epistemic

framework and presents a difficulty for the Reformed Epistemologist.

4 W. Jay Wood,Epistemology: Becoming Intellectually Virtuous, Countours of Christian
Philosophy, ed. C. Stephen Evans (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1998), 157.

5 Such as William Lane Craig,ÒClassical Apologetics,Óin Five Views, 33-34.


