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Suppose a stranger, let's call him David, sends you a note that declares that your wife is cheating on you. 

No pictures are included, no dates or times, no names. Just the assertion of your wife's unfaithfulness. You 

have had already fifteen good, and so far as you know, faithful years with your wife. Her behavior hasn't 

changed dramatically in the past few years. Except for David's allegation, you have no reason to believe 

there has been a breach in the relationship. What should you do? Confront her with what you take to be the 

truth, straight from David's letter? Hire a detective to follow her for a week and hope against hope the letter 

is a hoax? Or do you simply remain secure in the trust that you have built up all those years? 

Suppose, even worse, that your son Clifford comes home after taking his first philosophy course in college. 

He persuades you of the truth of the so-called "problem of other minds." How do you know that other 

minds and, therefore, other people exist? How do you know that people are not simply cleverly constructed 

robots with excellent makeup jobs? How do you know that behind the person facade lies a person--

someone with thoughts, desires and feelings? You can't experience another person's feelings; you can't see 

another person's thoughts (even if you cut off the top of their head and peered into their brain); and even 

politicians can't really feel another person's pain. Yet thoughts, desires, and feelings are all essential to 

being a person. So you can't tell from the outside or just by looking, so to speak, if someone is a person. I 

can know that I am a person because I experience my own thoughts, feelings and desires. But I can't know, 

because I don't have any access to your inner-experience, if you, or anyone else, is a person.  

Since you can't know if anyone else is a person, you rightly infer that you can't know if your wife is a 

person. Unsure that your wife is a person, how do you treat her? Do you hire a philosophical detective to 

search the philosophical literature for a proof that people-like things really are people? Do you avoid 

cuddling in the meantime, given your aversion to snuggling with machines? Or do you simply trust your 

deep-seated conviction that, in spite of the lack of evidence, your wife is a person and deserves to be treated 

as such?  

Two final "supposes." Suppose that you come to believe that there is a God because your parents taught 

you from the cradle up that God exists. Or suppose that you are on a retreat or on the top of a mountain and 

have a sense of being loved by God or that God created the universe. You begin to believe in God, not 

because you are persuaded by the argument from design--you are simply taken with belief in God. You just 

find yourself believing, what you had heretofore denied, that God exists. Now you have come across the 

writings of David Hume and W. K. Clifford who insist that you base all of your beliefs on evidence. Hume 

raises a further point: your belief in an all-loving, omnipotent God is inconsistent with the evil that there is 

in the world. Given the fact of evil, God cannot exist. To meet this demand for evidence, do you become a 

temporary agnostic and begin perusing the texts of Aquinas, Augustine and Paley for a good proof of God's 

existence? Do you give up belief in God because you see Hume's point and can't see how God and evil 

could be reconciled? Or do you remain steady in your trust in God in spite of the lack of evidence and even 

in the face of counter-evidence?  

My Suppose-This and Suppose-That stories are intended to raise the problem of the relationship of our 

important beliefs to evidence (and counter-evidence). Since the Enlightenment, there has been a demand to 



expose all of our beliefs to the searching criticism of reason. If a belief is unsupported by the evidence, it is 

irrational to believe it. It is the position of Reformed epistemology (likely the position that Calvin held) that 

belief in God, like belief in other persons, does not require the support of evidence or argument in order for 

it to be rational. This is a startling claim for many an atheist or theist. Most atheist intellectuals feel comfort 

in their disbelief in God because they judge that there is little or no evidence for God's existence. Many 

theistic thinkers, however, in particular Roman Catholics and some recent Protestant evangelicals, insist 

that belief in God requires evidence and that such a demand should and can be met. So the claim that a 

person does not need evidence in order to rationally believe in God runs against the grain for atheist 

thinkers and has raised the ire of many theists. In spite of the strong response to Reformed epistemology, I 

believe it is eminently defensible. In order to defend it, let us examine its critique of the enlightenment 

demand for evidence.  

The Demand for Evidence 
W. K. Clifford, in an oft-cited article, claims that it is wrong, always and everywhere, for anyone to believe 

anything on insufficient evidence. Such a strong claim makes one speculate on Clifford's childhood: one 

imagines young W. K. constantly pestering his parents with "Why? Why? Why??." It is this childish 

attitude toward inquiry and the risks that belief requires that led William James to chastise Clifford as an 

enfant terrible. But, rather than disparage his character, let's examine the deficiencies of his claim that 

everything must be believed only on the basis of sufficient evidence (relevance: If everything must be 

based on sufficient evidence, so must belief in God).  

The first problem with Clifford's universal demand for evidence is that it cannot meet its own demand. 

Clifford offers two fetching examples (of shipowners who send unseaworthy ships to sea) in support of his 

claim. The examples powerfully demonstrate that in cases like the example, rational belief requires 

evidence. No one would disagree: some beliefs require evidence for their rational acceptability. But all 

beliefs in every circumstance? That's an exceedingly strong claim to make and, it turns out, one that cannot 

be based on evidence.  

Consider what someone like Clifford might allow us to take for evidence: beliefs that we acquire through 

sensory experience and beliefs that are self-evident like logic and mathematics. Next rainy day, make a list 

of all of your experiential beliefs: The sky is blue, grass is green, most trees are taller than most 

grasshoppers, slugs leave a slimy trail?. Now add to this list all of your logical and mathematical beliefs: 2 

+ 2 = 4, every proposition is either true or false, all of the even numbers that I know of are the sum of two 

prime numbers, in Euclidean geometry the interior angles of triangles equal 180?. Considering these 

propositions, try to deduce the conclusion that it is wrong, always and everywhere, for anyone to believe 

anything on insufficient evidence. None of the propositions that are allowed as evidence have anything at 

all to do with the conclusion. So Clifford's universal demand for evidence cannot satisfy its own standard! 

Therefore, by Clifford's own criterion, it must be irrational. More likely, however, the demand is simply 

false and it is easy to see why. 

We, finite beings that we are, simply cannot meet such a demand. Consider all of the beliefs that you 

currently hold. How many of those have met Clifford's strict demand for evidence? Clifford intends for all 

of us, like a scientist in a laboratory, to test all of our beliefs all of the time. Could your beliefs survive 

Clifford's test? Think of how many of your beliefs, even scientific ones, are acquired just because someone 

told you. Not having been to Paraguay, I only have testimonial evidence that Paraguay is a country in South 

America. For all I know, all of the mapmakers have conspired to delude us about the existence of Paraguay 

(and even South America!). And, since I have been to relatively few countries around the world, I must 

believe in the existence of most countries (and that other people inhabit them and speak in that language) 

without support of evidence. I believe that e = mc2 and that matter is made up of tiny little particles not 

because of experiments in a chemistry or physics lab (for all of my experiments failed) but because my 

science teachers told me so. Most of the beliefs that I have acquired are based on my trust in my teachers 

and not on careful consideration of what Clifford would consider adequate evidence. And in this busy day 

and age, I don't really have the time to live up to Clifford's demand for evidence! If we had the leisure to 

test all of our beliefs, perhaps we could meet the demand. But since we cannot meet that demand, we 

cannot be obligated to do so. 



Even if we had the time, however, we could not meet this universal demand for evidence. The demand for 

evidence simply cannot be met in a large number of cases with the cognitive equipment that we have. No 

one, as mentioned above, has ever been able to prove the existence of other persons. No one has ever been 

able to prove that we were not created five minutes ago with our memories intact. No one has been able to 

prove the reality of the past or that, in the future, the sun will rise. This list could go on and on. There is a 

limit to the things that human beings can prove. A great deal of what we believe is based on faith, not on 

evidence or arguments.  

I use the term "faith" here but I think it is misleading. I don't mean to oppose faith to knowledge in these 

instances. For surely we know that the earth is more than five minutes old and that the sun will rise 

tomorrow (although, maybe not in cloudy Grand Rapids!) and that Paul converted to Christianity (and lots 

of other truths about the past), etc., etc., etc. In these cases, we know lots of things but we cannot prove 

them. We have to trust or rely on the cognitive faculties which produce these beliefs. We rely on our 

memory to produce memory beliefs. (I remember having coffee with my breakfast this morning.) We rely 

on an inductive faculty to produce beliefs about the veracity of natural laws. (If I let go of this magazine, it 

will fall to the ground.) We rely on our cognitive faculties when we believe that there are other persons, 

there is a past, there is a world independent of our mind, or what other people tell us. We can't help but trust 

our cognitive faculties. 

It is easy to see why. Reasoning must start somewhere. Suppose we were required to offer evidence or 

arguments for all of our beliefs. If we offer statements 1-4 as evidence for 5, we would have to offer 

arguments to support 1-4. And then we would have to offer arguments in support of the arguments that are 

used to support 1-4. And then we would need arguments?. You get the point. Reasoning must start 

somewhere. There have to be some truths that we can just accept and reason from. Why not start with belief 

in God?  

Without Evidence or Argument 
We have been outfitted with cognitive faculties that produce beliefs from which we can reason. The kinds 

of beliefs that we do and must reason to is a small subset of the kinds of beliefs that we do and must accept 

without the aid of a proof. That's the long and short of the human believing condition. We, in most cases, 

must rely on our God-given intellectual equipment to produce beliefs, without evidence or argument, in the 

appropriate circumstances. Is it reasonable to believe that God has created us with a cognitive faculty which 

produces belief in God without evidence or argument?  

There are at least three reasons to believe that it is proper or rational for a person to accept belief in God 

without the need for an argument. First, there are very few people who have access to or the ability to 

assess most theistic arguments. It is hard to imagine, therefore, that the demand for evidence would be a 

requirement of belief. My grand-mother, a paradigm of the non-philosophical believer, would cackle if I 

informed her that her belief in God was irrational because she was unable to understand Aquinas's second 

Way or to refute Hume's version of the argument from evil. The demand for evidence is an imperialistic 

attempt to make philosophers out of people who have no need to become philosophers. It is telling that very 

few philosophers (like most ordinary folk) have come to belief in God on the basis of theistic arguments. I 

commissioned and published a collection of spiritual autobiographies from prominent Christian 

philosophers just to see if philosophers were any different from my grandmother on this count. They 

weren't. 

Second, it seems that God has given us an awareness of himself that is not dependent on theistic arguments. 

It is hard to imagine that God would make rational belief as difficult as those that demand evidence 

contend. I encourage anyone who thinks that evidence is required for rational belief in God, to study very 

carefully the theistic arguments, their refutations and counter-refutations, and their increasing subtlety yet 

decreasing charm. Adequate assessment of these arguments would require a lengthy and torturous tour 

through the history of philosophy and may require the honing of one's logical and metaphysical skills 

beyond the capacity of most of us. Why put that sort of barrier between us and God? John Calvin (as good 

a Calvinist as any) believed that God had provided us with a sense of the divine. He writes:  



"There is within the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, an awareness of divinity." This we take to 

be beyond controversy. To prevent anyone from taking refuge in the pretense of ignorance, God himself 

has implanted in all men a certain understanding of his divine majesty. Ever renewing its memory, he 

repeatedly sheds fresh drops?. Indeed, the perversity of the impious, who though they struggle furiously are 

unable to extricate themselves from the fear of God, is abundant testimony that this conviction, namely that 

there is some God, is naturally inborn in all, and is fixed deep within, as it were in the very marrow. From 

this we conclude that it is not a doctrine that must first be learned in school, but one of which each of us is 

master from his mother's womb and which nature itself permits no one to forget. 

Calvin contends that people are accountable to God for their unbelief not because they have failed to 

submit to a convincing theistic proof, but because they have suppressed the truth that God has implanted 

within their minds. It is natural to suppose that if God created us with cognitive faculties which by and 

large reliably produce beliefs without the need for evidence, he would likewise provide us with a cognitive 

faculty which produces belief in himself without the need for evidence.  

Third, belief in God is more like belief in a person than belief in atoms. Consider the examples that started 

this essay. The scientific approach--doubt first, consider all of the available evidence, and believe later--

seems inappropriate to personal relations. What seems manifestly reasonable for physicists in their 

laboratory seems desperately deficient in human relations. Human relations demand trust, commitment and 

faith. If belief in God is more like belief in other persons than belief in atoms, then the trust that is 

appropriate to persons will be appropriate to God. We cannot and should not arbitrarily insist that the 

scientific method is appropriate to every kind of human practice. The fastidious scientist, who cannot leave 

the demand for evidence in her laboratory, will find herself cut off from relationships that she could 

otherwise reasonably maintain--with friends, family and, even, God.  

With or Without Evidence 
I haven't said that belief in God could not be based on evidence or argument. Indeed, I am inclined to think 

that the theistic arguments do provide some non-coercive, evidence of God's existence. By non-coercive, I 

mean that the theistic arguments aren't of such power and illumination that they should be expected to 

persuade all rational creatures. Rational people can rationally reject the theistic proofs. Rational people 

(and this is a fact that we must live with) rationally disagree. Nonetheless, I believe that someone could 

rationally believe in God on the basis of theistic arguments, but no one must.  

I also believe, like Calvin, that the natural knowledge of himself that God has implanted within us has been 

overlaid by sin. Redemption includes the gradual removal of the effects of sin on our minds. Attention to 

theistic arguments might do that. Also, some of the barriers to religious belief--such as the problem of evil 

or the alleged threat of science to religion--may need to be removed before one can see the light that has 

been shining all along.  

But the scales can fall from the mind's eye in a wide variety of means: on a mountaintop, while listening to 

a sermon, through a humbling experience, or by reading The Chronicles of Narnia.The list goes on yet a 

certain common feature should be noticed (and not the fact that few people have ever acquired belief in 

God as a result of the study of theistic proofs). The primary obstacle to belief in God is moral rather than 

intellectual. On the mountain one may feel one's smallness in relation to the grandness of it all. The sermon 

may convict one of sin. The loss of a job or a divorce may reveal one's unjustified pride. And The 

Chronicles of Narniamay awaken the dormant faith of a child. In all of these cases, the scales slide off the 

mind's eye when the overweening self is exposed. Humility, not proofs, seems more appropriate to the 

realization of belief in God. 

My approach to belief in God has been rather descriptive. I believe that we need to pay much more 

attention to how people actually acquire beliefs. The psychology of believing may tell us a great deal about 

our cognitive equipment. The lessons learned from observing people and their beliefs support the position 

that I have defended: rational people may rationally believe in God without evidence or argument. 
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