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For Zoe Sophia:
May you embrace wisdom
with the vigor with which you pursue life.






Introduction
What’s a Nice Christian like You
Doing in a Place like Athens?



It happened many years ago, but my memories of the moment are still vivid. I was waiting for my first introduction to philosophy class to begin. I was apprehensive about what would happen over the next sixteen weeks of the course. Actually, apprehensive is not a strong enough word; I was flat-out scared. This is probably not an unusual state of affairs for many students anticipating an introductory philosophy class, but my situation was somewhat different. I was the instructor! It is a bit unusual for a person to teach an introductory college course he or she has never taken, and it is not a route to teaching that I would suggest. However, there is a story behind this story.

The fear I experienced while waiting for my introductory philosophy class to begin was not a new emotion. Fear of philosophy had been there during my college years. While no one ever said it explicitly, a message had been quite effectively communicated from all the sources I relied on for good advice: stay away from philosophy. It isn’t the type of thing that is good for a Christian. In fact, it is downright dangerous. It may not be on any list of official psychological disorders, but I had a severe case of “philosophobia.” I was not sure why my fine Christian college offered such a course, but I was certain that I should let nothing interfere with my faith. Philosophy, I was certain, would do that. My goal, after getting my degree, was to go to graduate school and eventually teach Bible or theology. I would not let philosophy mess up those plans. Fortunately, I could get my degree without an introductory philosophy class. I did have to take philosophy of religion, but since it had “religion” in the title, it seemed as if it would be safe as long as I did not take the philosophy part too seriously.

My dream of graduate school on my way to a teaching career began to come true. I made it through my master’s degree and entered a Ph.D. program in systematic theology. Somewhere in this process, a couple of interesting things happened. First, I discovered that I could not do theology without a fairly solid grasp of philosophy. The two disciplines kept intersecting, so I had to learn on my own what I could have started learning during my college days. Second, as my explorations of philosophy continued, I found out how wrong my early impressions of this field of study were wrong. Philosophy actually helped me think through theological issues with greater clarity. I learned from it. It was more than just learning from it, however. I became a convert to the value of philosophy for Christians.

This brings us back to the beginning of my story. Colleges offer a lot more philosophy classes than theology courses, and as a freshly minted Ph.D. with no teaching experience, I couldn’t get too picky about what jobs I took. I started teaching philosophy courses while I waited for a “real” job in theology. Eventually, as I grew to have an increasing respect for philosophy and its value to Christians, I landed a full-time philosophy position at a Christian university. Perhaps it is testimony to God’s sense of humor that a college student with philosophobia would, a decade later, enter a career teaching philosophy to students with the same fears he had.


Christianity and Philosophy

Nervousness within the church about the proper role of philosophy, if it should have a place at all, is nothing new. A well-known quote by Tertullian, a Christian intellectual who wrote at the beginning of the third century, reveals this. He asks, “What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What concord is there between the Academy and the Church?” (On Prescription Against Heretics 7). These questions are intended to be rhetorical, with the assumed answer that Athens, which is representative of Greek philosophy, has nothing to do with the church. However, Tertullian asked these questions in a historical context in which other prominent Christians were finding great utility in expressing Christian ideas within a framework of Greek philosophical language and categories. They obviously would not have answered these questions in the same way; nor would many Christian thinkers up to the present.

One might ask why people like Tertullian would question whether Christians should pay attention to ideas from Athens, but today the burden of proof in Christian circles is generally assumed to lie on the other side of this debate. Why would Christians think that philosophy would have something to say that Christians ought to hear? Since the title of this book indicates that I find some of the ideas from “questionable Christians” and “outright pagans” to be good ones, I’ll attempt a few reasons for giving them a hearing. Before we get to this, however, let’s make certain we understand the two categories that I work with.

The “questionable Christians” referred to in the title are thinkers who identify themselves as Christians. Thus, this label applies to Augustine, Aquinas, Descartes and Kierkegaard. So if these four are self-identified Christians, why are they referred to as “questionable?” I want to be very clear that I do not find their Christian commitment questionable. However, while the “questionable” label does not represent my view, my opinion is not universally shared within the Christian world. For some, the assumptions behind Tertullian’s rhetorical questions explain the tone of doubt. The very fact that they engaged in philosophical discourse at all makes their faith subject to scrutiny. For others, their conclusions raise questions about whether they deserve to be designated as Christians. The fact that Augustine, Descartes and Aquinas fall within the Catholic tradition may make them suspect to some Protestants, and Kierkegaard’s Protestantism may cause certain Catholics to be wary. For most, however, it is the basic unfamiliarity with ideas that come from times that are, in some cases, centuries removed from our time that make us wonder whether they are relevant to twenty-first-century Christians.

“Outright pagans” refers to the remaining six philosophers surveyed here who make no claim at all to Christian faith. Some might cut a little slack for the first three—Socrates, Plato and Aristotle—since they all died a few centuries before Jesus appeared on the scene. It would be a little unfair to blame them for not embracing the faith. Many Christian readers would have more problems with the last three in this group—Nietzsche, Sartre and Marx. Not only are they non-Christians, but they are intentionally anti-Christian in their beliefs. Nevertheless, I will maintain that they all have some wisdom that can be of benefit to anyone.

Now that we have the tags straight, why should Christians care what philosophers have to say? I hope some of the reasons will be apparent as you ponder the ideas of the thinkers in the book, but I will start with four preliminary reasons. Perhaps we might begin with a simple observation. We do not find it illegitimate for Christians to learn any number of things—from sociology to auto mechanics—from people outside the faith, even if we might have learned the same things from fellow believers. Christians do not have a corner on truth in all its different facets, and, if God is the ultimate author of what is true, the conduits through which it passes on the way to us do not seem to be that important. Moreover, we recognize that some non-Christians have great wisdom about how to conduct certain aspects of their life. My challenge in this book is that you examine the ideas of some of the most influential thinkers in western intellectual history and draw your own conclusions about whether they offer any insight for living.

Second, over the years, I have read too many essays by college students and heard too many sermons from preachers declaring some philosopher a complete fool without having any real clue as to what that philosopher actually said. Many people outside the church have a stereotype of Christians as uninformed idiots, and experiences like this strongly reinforce that image. Disagreeing with someone’s ideas is not bad, but uninformed disagreement is irresponsible and an embarrassment. If we are going to weigh in on an issue, we have a duty to do so honestly and intelligently.

This leads to a third reason for Christians to think through important philosophical issues. There are certain essential questions that every human should think through, and philosophers have had something to say about these matters for centuries. If we are going to address these questions thoughtfully, we cannot help but bump into others who struggle with the issues that go square to the heart of life. What does it mean to be free? Why does evil exist? How should we think about ethics? Can we know anything with certainty? Moreover, these questions all converge at a point that marks what is perhaps the most basic issue of human existence. Each philosopher, either directly or indirectly, addresses the question of how one might get the most out of life. Unless we believe that we are the only ones who have this matter nailed down, we might want to see if we can find some good ideas in others who have wrestled with the big questions.

Finally, I think there are good reasons to listen to certain philosophers precisely because of their opposition to Christianity. Too often, Christians develop blinds spots and are unable to recognize our weaknesses and flaws. Even when we are aware of problems, we may be reluctant to air our dirty laundry for all to see. Some Christians consider highlighting shortcomings a kind of disloyalty. However, because Christianity’s opponents have no such loyalties, they are honest about what they perceive as wrong in Christian circles. And they are often dead right. Any time someone tells us the truth about ourselves, we ought to pay attention. There are numerous examples in Scripture of leaders who should have pointed out deficiencies to God’s people but failed in their task. Often in these situations, God used the armies of pagan nations to get Israel’s attention and put them back on track. Given this history, I don’t see why God cannot use the intellectual arrows from pagan philosophers to accomplish the same goal.




The Scope and Structure of the Book

The scope of this book is extremely modest. This is a selective introduction to a few key philosophers. We will not even get to all the marquee names in the philosophical constellation, not to mention completely ignoring many very stimulating junior varsity philosophers. Even with those we examine, only a few bits of each philosopher’s thought, usually from one, or at most a few, of their writings will be considered. And these few ideas we do look at will often receive only a quick glance. In short, this is not intended as a complete overview of philosophy, but a taste.

The structure of this book involves a rather odd combination. On the one hand, I have avoided footnotes and endnotes that can sometimes get in the way of the main ideas. On the other hand, I use numerous direct quotes from the sources themselves. Fortunately, most of the sources drawn from have standard forms of reference. Therefore, the reader can go to these reference points and find the information, if not the exact wording, regardless of the translation or edition. In those works that do not have standard references for locating information, I provide page numbers and a note about the translation I have used.

There are several reasons that I make such extensive use of quotes. First, if we let these philosophers speak in their own voices, it keeps us honest. As much as possible, I want to let them do the talking without filtering too much of what they have to say. More important, by drawing on quotes from these philosophical sources, I want to encourage you to look at the primary sources for yourself. Most people assume that Plato, Aristotle and Descartes will go way over their head. This is not at all the case. While you cannot read them like you read People magazine, they are more accessible to mortals than you might imagine, and are often more understandable than the texts that are supposed to explain their ideas.

A final reason for the heavy reliance on quotes is that I have discovered that you gain more insight into the mind of a person if you not only listen to what they say, but the way they say it. This last point provides a good opportunity for a reminder. A common mistake when we enter conversations with those outside our own circles is that we listen only to vocabulary and not to the meaning of what is said. When the words or forms of expression do not match with the ways we are used to hearing ideas communicated, we become suspicious. This creates a problem for Christians when they read philosophers, or almost any other specialized area of study, because they do not write in “Christianese.” However, if we get beneath the surface, we might find substantial areas of agreement, and even when we do not, we gain some insight into ideas that have influenced the beliefs of people around us.

In addition to the survey of philosophical ideas, each chapter will conclude with a few evaluative thoughts. Since I find such at least some area of agreement with each philosopher surveyed, I highlight what I see as useful insights. I also raise questions that may represent gaps in that individual’s thought. In the end, however, much is intentionally left open-ended. In a lot of cases, I would love to give you what I believe to be the “right” answers. I do have strong opinions on and, I think, creative responses to many of these big issues. However, this might shut down the thinking process too early and would be a disservice to you. My hope is that you will marvel at the mysteries of life for a while, chew on these ideas, think them through and pursue the answers yourself. In short, the intent is that you participate in the process rather than experience it vicariously. Decisions about your beliefs are too important to delegate to others. Thinking, like other aspects of life, was designed as a participant activity, not a spectator sport.

One of the greatest tragedies of the universe is that so many people treat life as a spectator sport and lead what might be called “accidental lives.” An accidental life is a life that just happens. Like a twig in a river that is pushed downstream by a current or swirls in shallow pool, many people are propelled by events down the path of least resistance. The reason this is so pitiful is that life is so amazingly valuable and precious, and so many never really decide what to do with it. I have developed a love for philosophy, in large part because it begins with the assumption that we should not stumble through life on default mode, but should consciously and thoughtfully engage it and decide what we will value and where we will go.

Because life is so valuable, I am convinced that no thoughtful Christian should answer the Athens/Jerusalem question before gaining a fairly solid idea of what “Athens” has to say. To do otherwise is to make a decision before you have all the information, which is never a good idea. I did make such an uninformed decision in my undergrad years, and you can probably guess that one of the purposes of this book is to help others avoid my mistake. I have come to believe that Athens and Jerusalem—the life of philosophy and the life of faith—are not at all antithetical. They are not the same, but they are not opponents. In fact, my hope is that you will find that philosophy, with its tough thinking about important questions, is quite at home within the life of a Christian.














1
Socrates I
Why Ask Why?



Maybe I should not reveal my biases right from the start, but it is my opinion that Socrates is one of the best teachers you could consult if you want some solid lessons in the art of life. Life did not just happen to him. He latched on to every event, every person and every conversation as an opportunity to add to his considerable stockpile of wisdom. He wanted everything that life had to offer and he pursued it with vigor. Moreover, it is my evaluation that this pursuit paid off with a set of beliefs that, for the most part, were valuable possessions. In short, I believe that both the way Socrates lived life and the end product of his endeavors are useful instruction for the person who wants to squeeze the most out of their earthly journey. Of course, all this got Socrates killed, but we will deal with that minor detail in the next chapter.

If you know something about the way philosophy is usually done, Socrates’ method may come as something of a surprise. First, philosophers tend to write their ideas down, but Socrates himself did not write anything. We get bits and pieces of Socrates’ ideas from a few writers of the time, but the bulk of what we know about his teachings comes through his famous disciple, Plato. This leads to interesting questions about how much of philosophy found in these writings should be attributed to Socrates and what reflects the more developed thought of Plato. Most specialists generally agree that the ideas presented in chapters one and two represent the views, if not the exact words, of Socrates, while the words placed in the mouth of Socrates in chapter three represent the thought of Plato, which he builds on the basic ideas of his master.

A second (and related) feature of Socrates’ method is that he did not teach in long heavy monologues. Instead, he entered into conversations, or dialogues as they are usually called. The dialogues, which engage a wide variety of people ranging from close friends to complete strangers and people whose views are sometimes diametrically opposed to those of Socrates, generally begin with a question or theme. When Socrates’ dialogue partner takes a position on the question, Socrates subjects this answer to a series of probing questions. Through this approach, commonly referred to as the “Socratic method,” conclusions are sometimes achieved. However, in many other dialogues the effect is something like tugging on a dangling thread. When you pull hard enough, things fall apart. And this is where the dialogue ends. We have many questions, but no answers.

At this point, Socrates’ approach may simply confirm what many people think about philosophy and philosophers in general. It is all questions and confusion, but no answers. This is not the conclusion Socrates would want you to draw. He firmly believed there were answers to be found, and, despite what he will say in the next chapter, he believes that he knows some of these answers. However, the Socratic method reflects at least two of his beliefs. First, he wants to make certain that we do the search for ourselves. If he tells his dialogue partners what they ought to believe, their views never become their own because they did not work for it. Second, his method is kept open-ended to remind us that we should not stop looking for more truth, even after we think we have found it. This is one of the reasons he writes nothing down. When we commit something to paper, it often leaves us with the impression that we are done. The dialogical method reminds Socrates that the quest for truth is an on-going process and that he should be open to any source—friend, stranger or opponent—who might bring him closer to the best possible answers.

This chapter will examine the Socratic method in action with two goals in view. First, we will watch how Socrates tests potential answers to big questions in the give and take of conversation (although it will be difficult to reproduce the feel of the dialogue in our limited space). This method, and the reactions of Socrates’ dialogue participants, will be mined to see what might be learned about the search for truth. Our second task will be to engage the enduring questions at the heart of two Socratic dialogues. The first, Euthyphro, attempts to define the nature of piety, or holiness. Theaetetus, the second dialogue, confronts the question of what constitutes knowledge. Not only are these still open questions, many answers considered in these two dialogues twenty-five hundred years ago still exist in some form today. Thus, we get a chance to see how ideas about these basic questions hold up under Socrates’ scrutiny and think through our own views on these topics.


Euthyphro and the Definition of Holiness

The dialogues recorded in Euthyphro and Theaetetus occur just prior to Socrates’ trial, which we will investigate in the next chapter. As Socrates is waiting to defend himself, he meets Euthyphro, who is waiting for his turn to prosecute a very unusual case: he is bringing his father up on criminal charges! One of the family’s slaves had killed another. Euthyphro’s father had the murderous servant tied up, thrown into a ditch and dispatched someone to consult a seer about how to handle the situation. By the time word returned, the murderer was dead from neglect. Euthyphro, who fancies himself as a theologian of sorts, views his father’s action as an affront to the gods. Obviously, prosecuting one’s father for murder is serious step, but Euthyphro believes that his higher duty is to the gods.

On hearing the story and Euthyphro’s plan of action, Socrates becomes very interested. Impiety, or dishonoring the gods, is one of the charges for which Socrates will stand trial shortly. Furthermore, in Athenian society, slaves did not amount to much, and one’s father was to be revered. Anyone bringing religious charges against their father over a slave must surely know what true piety is. Such solemn steps are “only for a man already far advanced in point of wisdom” (Euthyphro 4a). So Socrates cautions him, “You are not afraid that you yourself are doing an unholy deed?” (Euthyphro 4e). Euthyphro answers, “If I did not have an accurate knowledge of all that, I should be good for nothing, and Euthyphro would be no different from the general run of men” (Euthyphro 5a).

By this point, two things about Euthyphro are apparent: he is sincere, and he is arrogant. Socrates decides to give the young theologian enough rope to hang himself; he offers (ironically) to become Euthyphro’s student. If Euthyphro can define holiness, perhaps Socrates can discover whether he is actually guilty of impiety, as he has been charged, and make amends before it is too late. Believing the definition of holiness (or piety) to be a simple question, Euthyphro tells Socrates, “The holy is what I am now doing, prosecuting the wrongdoer who commits a murder or a sacrilegious robbery, or sins in any point like that” (Euthyphro 5d). This seems fairly clear at first blush, but Socrates points out that Euthyphro has not answered his question. Giving an example of particular actions that are religious does not tell us why these actions are religious. Instead, “I wanted you to tell me what is the essential form of holiness which makes all holy actions holy” (Euthyphro 6d). This is why Socrates requested a definition. Socrates can only know whether his actions, which are different from Euthyphro’s own actions, have been holy when he knows the definition of holiness.

Euthyphro recognizes his mistake and gives it another shot: “What is pleasing to the gods is holy and what is not pleasing to them is unholy” (Euthyphro 6e). Socrates is delighted. They now have something that looks like a real definition rather than an example, but they must see whether it will help them grasp the essence of holiness. Athenian religious doctrine (which both Socrates and Euthyphro take as a given) envisioned many gods, and these gods frequently disagreed. This divine dissension poses a difficulty that Euthyphro has not recognized, so Socrates brings it to his attention. If the gods disagree, this means that “the same things would alike displease and please them” (Euthyphro 8b). This is self-contradictory—an action cannot be simultaneously holy and unholy—so it is not a good definition after all.

Socrates proposes a modified definition of holiness, which Euthyphro accepts enthusiastically: “What the gods all hate is unholy, and what they love is holy” (Euthyphro 9d). Socrates now has another question. “Is what is holy holy because the gods approve it, or do they approve it because it is holy?” (Euthyphro 10a). If the difference between the two options is unclear to you, it may be of comfort to know that it took some explanation before Euthyphro understood it. This is a “chicken or egg” question. Does the holiness exist first, calling forth the love of the gods? Or does the love of the gods make something holy? Stated otherwise, if the holy is holy because the gods approve it, a thing or action becomes holy based on the gods’ love of it. On the other hand, if the thing or action is holy, this is an intrinsic quality that the gods recognize. The gods do not bring this quality into existence. They simply acknowledge what is already there.

When he believes he finally has the options straightened out, Euthyphro decides that acts are pious because the gods love them. Socrates, however, states that this option tells us only about the gods and not the act itself. “Its being loved of the gods is not the reason of its being loved” (Euthyphro 10e). We still do not have a definition of holiness. At this point, Euthyphro’s arrogance turns to frustration. “Now, Socrates, I simply don’t know how to tell you what I think. Somehow everything that we put forward keeps moving about us in a circle, and nothing will stay where we put it” (Euthyphro 11b). Translated, this means that Euthyphro accuses Socrates of playing with words. Euthyphro is clearly getting annoyed, and it bubbles to the surface here. There is a change in Socrates’ demeanor as well. He drops some of his irony, becomes more direct, and tells Euthyphro, “To my mind, you are languid [a nice word for lazy]” (Euthyphro 11e).

To get a fresh start, Socrates suggests attacking the definition of piety from a different angle. He begins with a little elementary logic, pointing out that a statement can be true without its converse also being true. For example, the statement “All ducks are birds” is true, but its converse, “All birds are ducks,” is not. Socrates states that it seems to him that all that is holy is also just, but not all matters of justice deal with holiness. Justice is a larger concept that includes piety. So what part of justice is holiness? Which of our duties are holy duties? Euthyphro answers, “The part of justice which is religious and is holy is the part that has to do with the service of the gods; the remainder is the part of justice that has to do with the service of mankind” (Euthyphro 12e).

Socrates replies, “What you say there, Euthyphro, to me seems excellent. There is one little point, however, on which I need more light” (Euthyphro 13a). The “one little point” has to do with the idea of service. Most forms of service improve those to whom service is rendered. But surely, Socrates says, we do not improve the gods by our actions. Euthyphro agrees, and modifies the idea of service as giving honor and gratitude to the gods. Socrates points out that defining piety as “giving honor and gratitude to the gods” brings us back to a previous answer. It simply restates the idea that “holiness is what pleases the gods,” since giving honor and gratitude to the gods would be pleasing to them. But this answer was ruled out earlier. It only tells us what holiness does (i.e., pleases or honors the gods), not what holiness is.

One more time, Socrates says, “We must go back again, and start from the beginning to find out what the holy is. As for me, I never will give up until I know” (Euthyphro 15c). (Euthyphro probably does not doubt the last claim.) However, Euthyphro says, “Another time, then, Socrates, for I am in a hurry, and must be off this minute” (Euthyphro 15e). Socrates is left high and dry; he did not get a definition of piety after all that work. What did Euthyphro get out of the conversation? What should Euthyphro have received from the dialogue? I suspect that these two questions have different answers, but we will return to this later. For now we will highlight a couple of issues that arise in Euthyphro that are relevant for Christians.




Dissecting Euthyphro

Most people who believe in God’s existence also believe that there is a connection between God and goodness (or holiness). What we find to be morally right and wrong must be answered with reference to God. Where things get fuzzy, however, is in the nature of the relationship. How is goodness connected with God? Socrates suspected that Euthyphro was also guilty of fuzzy thinking on the link between God and ethics when the latter argues that things are holy because the gods love them. As we have seen, Socrates states that this solution only tells us about the gods’ attitude toward the holy but nothing about why it is holy. Socrates’ response can be restated to give it more bite. If holiness, or goodness, is determined by God’s love, it seems to make holiness arbitrary. What is good is completely dependent on God’s fiat. Thus, we might ask, for example, whether God could have declared the torture of redheads a holy act.

Of course, the expected response (at least from redheads and their friends) is that God would never command such a thing. Why not? Most would probably give one of the two following answers: either (1) God would not (or could not) do such a thing, or (2) torture, even if commanded by God, could not be holy. Regardless of the option selected, Socrates would be quick to point something out. Both answers assume that God loves something because it is holy, which is different from saying that something is holy because God loves it, the definition we began with.

How does this work? Let’s begin with option two first. If torture is wrong, regardless of what God commands, this assumes that goodness has an existence independent of God. But if some things are wrong (e.g., torture of redheads) before God weighs in on the issue, God’s moral standing is determined by something external to him. In this case, if God would command the torture of redheads, he would be requiring an immoral act. If we take option one, we have to ask why God would not command torture. To say that God is a good God, and such a God would not violate goodness, brings us back around to the same problem we see above: God’s moral status is dependent on his conformity to an external measure.

If we argue that a good God cannot violate a standard of goodness, this creates a problem with divine omnipotence. God’s freedom and ability would be limited by something outside his Being. Thus, Socrates confronts us with a difficult and interesting question; how are goodness and God connected? If we leave the question at this point, we can see why Euthyphro feels a bit stuck. We might note, however, that Socrates has not necessarily provided all the available options for resolving this question. For example, most Christians would argue that God’s decrees about what is good are not limited by some independently existing goodness, but by God’s own nature. Thus, the problem of God’s freedom may be greatly diminished if his limitations are self-imposed. The point we might take from this is that options beyond those immediately offered to us may assist us in cutting through some difficult questions, but we may have to do some digging to get at them.

The second issue of interest to Christians here concerns the nature and purpose of worship. At one point, Euthyphro defines worship as “a science of sacrifice and prayer” (Euthyphro 14c). Expanding on this, he states that by means of the first, we give to the gods; we receive from them by means of the second. In other words, Socrates says, “holiness will be a mutual art of commerce between gods and men” (Euthyphro 14e). Putting it in these terms brings to light some issues Christians need to consider. Does our understanding of worship envision God as a type of cosmic vending machine, in which we receive our requests when we figure out what to put in the coin slot? But deeper than this, we should recognize the implications of this idea of worship in relationship to our understanding of God. If God is perfect in himself, what can we offer that would increase God’s happiness? If God is changeless, can our worship affect him in any way? Once again, when Socrates helps us unpack the concept of worship, we find that our ideas may lead to unanticipated questions and ramifications.




Theaetetus and the Definition of Truth

In the brief introduction to our second dialogue, Theaetetus, we learn that the namesake of the writing has been wounded in battle and stricken with dysentery. The odds are that Theaetetus will not survive. The conversants then flash back several years to an event in Theaetetus’s youth, in which the mathematician, Theodorus, has just been asked by Socrates about whether he has any particularly promising students. Theodorus gives a high recommendation to Theaetetus, who has just appeared on the scene, and Socrates draws him into the conversation.

The question of the day is “What is knowledge?” Theaetetus’ response is that what Theodorus has taught him about geometry is knowledge. Likewise, the craft of the cobbler is knowledge of shoemaking. Theaetetus has made a mistake here, the same one Euthyphro made at the beginning of the previous dialogue. Theaetetus has offered an example of knowledge (what he knows about geometry) rather than a definition of knowledge. Moreover, Socrates points out that this is a circular answer. It amounts to saying that knowledge is knowing something. But what does it mean to “know?”

Theaetetus recognizes the error and takes another stab at the answer; knowledge is perception. “It seems to me that one who knows something is perceiving the thing he knows, and, so far as I can see at present, knowledge is nothing but perception” (Theaetetus 151e). Socrates asks whether it would be fair to characterize this idea as a restatement of Protagoras’s philosophy, which argues, “Man is the measure of all things” (Theaetetus 152a). Theaetetus has read Protagoras and agrees with linking them. Each person has direct awareness of his or her perceptions, and if perceiving is knowing, it follows that the person who perceives is the measure of truth.

Socrates then wants to make certain that Theaetetus understands the implications of “man is the measure”/“perceiving is knowing.” First, if perception equals knowledge, what is perceived does not just seem to me, but is to me. Perception is reality, not just opinion. This leads to a second ramification: “Perception, then, is always of something that is, and, as being knowledge, it is infallible” (Theaetetus 152c). After all, how would it be possible to tell someone that his or her perception of something is wrong? The perceiver is the only one in a position to know what he or she perceives. Therefore, for example, if coffee tastes bitter (a perception) to a person, the coffee is bitter (knowledge of a truth) and this truth cannot be false. Theaetetus agrees that both the reality of what is perceived and our infallibility about knowledge gained through perception follow from the statement that “perceiving is knowing.”

Socrates’ next step is rather remarkable. He could have taken advantage of Theaetetus’s inexperience by asking how two contradictory perceptions of the same thing can both be true. In other words, if I perceive a certain object as heavy and you perceive it as light, it would actually be both heavy and light, which sounds like nonsense. But instead of critiquing an easily attacked version of “man is the measure” and scoring a quick victory, Socrates tries to cast the theory into a more defensible position. Protagoras, he says, would provide a more complex understanding of perception by acknowledging that no two observers perceive the same thing. That which is heavy to me is different from the object that is light to you. Stated more broadly, my world is distinct to me, just as yours is to you. We are both right about our perceptions of an object’s weight because we are not speaking of the same thing. Therefore, the infallibility of my perceptions, and thus also my knowledge, is preserved.

Socrates then adds two further layers of complexity in order to avoid other potential criticisms. First, since an object of perception constantly changes, we should not view an object as static, but as a form of motion. Second, that with which we perceive is also a type of motion. Therefore, a tree we observe is not a static entity, nor is the eye with which we see. Both are dynamic processes. Socrates points out that this allows Theaetetus freedom from dealing with problems such as how an observer can be mistaken about certain perceptions, such as in the case of dreams or hallucinations. The world of the dreamer is different from the world of the “same person” in a waking state. Theaetetus agrees that all this is in accord with Protagoras’s position.

Now that Socrates has outlined a fairly complex version of “knowledge is perception”/“man is the measure,” he proceeds to critique it. The first question is why, if perceiving is knowing, Protagoras would designate human beings as the standard. “I am surprised that he did not begin his Truth with the words, the measure of all things is the pig, or the baboon, or some sentient creature still more uncouth” (Theaetetus 161c). Pigs, baboons and tadpoles have sense experience, and would therefore have as much claim to knowledge as any other sentient being. Second, Socrates asks, “Where is the wisdom of Protagoras, to justify his setting up to teach others and to be handsomely paid for it, and where is our comparative ignorance or the need for us to go and sit at his feet, when each of us is himself the measure of his own wisdom” (Theaetetus 161e)? If our perceptions yield infallible knowledge, what could we possibly learn from anyone else? Moreover, Protagoras is not in any position to know the contents of any other individual’s world. If their universe is different from the one Protagoras inhabits, how can his truth be true for them? A third rebuttal challenges the direct link between perception and knowledge assumed by Protagoras. For instance, we can hear a foreign language spoken or see it written on a page, but we do not understand it. Thus, we can perceive without knowing. Finally, Socrates points out that we can know without perceiving. Shutting our eyes on something we observe does not eliminate our knowledge of what we previously viewed.

When Socrates has finished his critique, Theodorus and Theaetetus agree that the idea that “perceiving is knowing” has suffered several severe blows. However, Socrates hesitates: Protagoras has not had a chance to respond. After all, it may be that these criticisms can be successfully met and answered. However, Protagoras is long dead and cannot defend himself. Socrates offers to rebut his criticisms as Protagoras might, and enlists Theodorus, who is familiar with Protagoras’s philosophy, to keep himself honest.

Socrates argues that Protagoras may justify his teaching occupation because, while one may not be able to tell another what is true for his or her world, the teacher can guide students toward what is useful. Socrates seeks truth, “whereas [Protagoras] should say that one set of thoughts is better than the other, but not in any way truer” (Theaetetus 167b). Stated otherwise, Protagoras would shift the question from “What is true?” to “What works?” We each inhabit different worlds, but these worlds can collide when we interact with others. It limits our ability to operate effectively in society if our perception (our truth) causes us to be viewed as strange. Therefore, in order to help them interact in ways that are useful, the teacher may guide students down paths that would benefit them practically. If education is about usefulness rather than truth, Protagoras can justify his role as teacher. Theodorus, speaking on behalf of Protagoras, allows that Socrates has offered an accurate and spirited defense of his predecessor.

Now it is time, once again, to evaluate this modified position, which says that “perception is knowledge of what is useful.” At the heart of Socrates’ criticism is that, even if Protagoras teaches only what is expedient or useful, he must assume some universal truth about usefulness. Otherwise, the student could say that Protagoras’s idea of usefulness, like his concept of truth, applies only to him. Therefore, if Protagoras teaches students how to live effectively, he must admit that the individual does not have an infallible concept of usefulness.

Second, Socrates states, it seems impossible to talk about usefulness without assuming the category of truth. No one would “venture to assert that any enactment which a state supposes to be for its advantage will quite certainly be so” (Theaetetus 172b). In other words, our inability to predict with certainty what the future will show to be useful calls the infallibility of perception into question. For example, I may believe that drilling for oil in my back yard will be a successful endeavor. I will only know whether this belief is true or false (or, as Protagoras would state it, useful or useless) in the future. However, if my knowledge of geology is nil and there are no oil wells within forty miles of my house, you might suggest I consult an expert. An expert is a better source than the nongeologist for determining whether a belief will prove out in the future. To state it differently, the specialist is the better measure of the future perceptions (whether you will see oil pumping from your back yard) of an individual than that individual is. Therefore, Socrates concludes, “we may quite reasonably put it to your master [Protagoras] that he must admit that one man is wiser than another and that the wiser man is the measure” (Theaetetus 179b).

There is one last element of the thesis that “perception is knowledge” that Socrates wants to pursue. Socrates points out that our individual sense organs are limited to specific types of perception. The eye does not perceive sound nor does the ear perceive color. However, we can contemplate the sensory experience of both organs simultaneously, isolating and comparing the two. Contemplation of different types of perception (which is the same as knowing, according to Protagoras) must therefore be a function of something other than the sense organs, since each receives only data proper to its nature.

When Socrates points this out, Theaetetus concludes that our processing of and reflection on perceptions from different organs must be attributed to the mind. Since reflection is a form of knowledge, the mind, not the senses, must be the source of knowledge. Just one more thing, Socrates says: Don’t we speak of knowing certain things that do not rely on the sense organs at all? For example, goodness, justice and other moral qualities emit no color, sound, taste, tactile signals or odors. If knowledge is a matter of perception, how can we know those things to which our physical senses have no access?

All parties in this dialogue now conclude that attempts to resuscitate the idea that perceiving is knowing have failed, and move on to consider other options. In the end, however, Socrates observes that the later attempts to define knowledge also have turned out to be “wind eggs,” and Theaetetus agrees. At this point, Socrates has to leave to face his accusers in court, but says, “Tomorrow morning, Theodorus, let us meet here again” (Theaetetus 210d). As we will discover in the next chapter, however, Socrates was unable to keep this appointment.




Dissecting Theaetetus

Before we review the flow of Socrates’ argument in Theaetetus, a word should be said about something that pops up early in both dialogues. Both Euthyphro and Theaetetus offer examples in their initial answers to their respective questions, but Socrates is interested in definitions. What’s wrong with examples? Socrates might point out that two very different acts may be described with the same adjective. Convicting a murderer and feeding the poor can be called just acts. Whether we recognize it or not, using just to characterize both activities, with all their dissimilarities, assumes that they have something in common; something within each of these cases exemplifies justice. Whatever this common “something” is must be known before we see the acts. Otherwise, we would not be able to recognize them as just acts. For this reason, Socrates would have little patience with those who state, “This is just an argument about definitions.” Until we are clear on the definitions, we haven’t agreed on what we are talking about.

Socrates would also tell us that we could never define justice by collecting examples of just acts, because there are innumerable ways to exercise justice. Moreover, it may be that no just act is pure, but is incomplete or mixed with other motives and impulses. If this is the case, only a concept (or definition) can present justice, holiness or any other attribute in complete purity; so, this is where Socrates begins.

When Socrates attempts to get at the definition of knowledge in Theaetetus, he encounters a question that cannot be long avoided: “What is the difference between opinion and knowledge?” We find no shortage of opinions on any topic, but opinion, as most define it, can be false. Therefore, distinguishing between knowledge and false opinion is necessary to avoid error. In view of our desire to avoid error, Theaetetus offers a solution that seems to provide certainty: “to perceive is to know.” A modern variant of this is the phrase “seeing is believing,” and its attractiveness to people is not hard to understand. Perception is immediate and we instinctually rely on it as a guide to truth. Socrates certainly recognizes why “perception is knowledge” would find followers in every generation, but he believes that it becomes problematic when we understand the implications. Some of these are stated explicitly in the dialogue. As we have seen, he points out that “perception equals knowledge” erases the line between appearance and reality and grants the perceiver infallible knowledge. Thus, right from the beginning we find two troubling features in this theory. First, on occasion, we find it prudent to doubt our senses when perceptual capacities might be impaired by sleight of hand, perspective, distance, sleep, illness, intoxicants or other factors. Second, things that are real for others do not have the same reality to us. If our own perceptions are real and infallible, what are we to make of differing perceptions among infallible perceivers? Most people believe themselves to be right on almost everything, but would draw the line on claiming infallibility. These issues may be enough to give us pause about accepting the idea that perceiving is knowing, but Socrates wants to see if some tinkering can save the theory.

Socrates points out that the problem of contradictory perceptions between individuals might be put to rest by arguing that each individual’s world is a private affair. However, this “cure” brings its own set of implications that may be worse than the “disease” of not knowing. While he does not directly mention what an odd state of affairs it would be should each individual inhabit a private universe, Socrates does attack the idea indirectly by fleshing out other ramifications. First, if perception itself brings knowledge, not just any person, but any creature with sense capacities, qualifies as an infallible knower of reality and the owners of their own personal world. As a result, “seeing is knowing” greatly simplifies the hierarchy of being. Pigs, baboons, tadpoles and thousands of other sentient species have as much claim to knowledge as human beings. However, putting these critters on the same epistemological plane as human beings is a step that few feel comfortable with.

A second problem Socrates raises is that an infallible knowledge within a private universe of perception raises important questions about whether teaching and learning are possible. If perception were a foolproof route to knowledge, as Protagoras claims, it would seem that the only way to learn is to increase our perception. Moreover, no one can help us do this since they do not have access to our world. What use, then, are teachers (one of which is Protagoras)?

As we see in the dialogue, one way to escape the consequences of this is to suggest that we have used the wrong vocabulary. Protagoras says that the categories of truth and reality apply only to private matters because each individual’s world is unique. Therefore, social issues must be decided by measures like usefulness, expediency and prudence. This echoes the ideas of many today who argue that the idea of truth is, at best, outmoded or over-ambitious, and, at worst, arrogant. The best we can hope for is finding what works for individuals with divergent truths. But Socrates suggests that changing the vocabulary does not allow us to avoid the category of truth. Not every potential course of action believed to be expedient turns out to be so. Only some things are truly useful. In short, it doesn’t seem as easy to get rid of truth as Protagoras imagined.

A final implication of hitching knowledge to perception is that it leaves no room for knowledge of the intangible. What is lost when the imperceptible is squeezed out of the realm of knowledge? Socrates notes that perhaps the most obvious loss is moral truth. This may explain why so many people today, who have adopted some form of Protagoras’s theory, are willing to relegate ethics to the status of opinion (at least until they are wronged). However, if we can only know what can be directly accessed through the senses, knowledge of time, gravity, love, God, numbers and a host of other intangibles is impossible. All these things end up in the category of opinion. If you try to get around this by arguing that truth about these entities can be deduced from tangible realities, and thus counted as knowledge, we run into another problem: the rules of deduction are also intangible.

We all believe that we know certain things, and for our sake, I hope we are right. However, Socrates raises some important questions about the process of knowing. While drawing a direct line between our senses of knowledge seems, at first blush, to be an obvious step, Socrates reminds us that this theory comes with a lot of baggage. Not only does Socrates illuminate the fallout from the basic idea that perception equals knowledge, he also shows how certain modifications intended to protect the theory on one front may open it up to greater difficulties on another. The challenge Socrates leaves with us is determining the relationship between the physical senses and knowledge. (Plato will have quite a bit to say about this in chapter three.)




Dissecting the Socratic Method

Socrates thought of himself as an educator. However, as we have seen, he would probably want us to define education before we got too far in our discussion of whether he was a successful educator. A friend of mine once offered an interesting definition of education. He described it as putting people in a position from which they cannot escape except by thinking. From our quick trip through these two dialogues, Socrates seems to have a similar definition of education. His dialogue partners are invited to think their way out of challenging questions. However, his experience with Euthyphro told him that there was another “escape clause” not covered in this definition. Euthyphro ultimately made his getaway by closing his ears and mind and refusing to think. The two dialogues above offer examples of both means of escape—thinking or running away—and they help us see what the Socratic method can contribute to our pursuit of wisdom.

Socrates challenged the thinking of his dialogue partners with tough inquiries. Theaetetus stayed engaged in the process: listening to the questions, adapting to Socrates’ comments, offering alternatives as the course of the dialogue demanded. In other words, he tried to think his way out of the problem. Maybe he felt obligated to hang in there since bailing out would have made him look bad in front of Theodorus, his teacher. But if he had such inclinations, Socrates did not notice. On the other hand, while Euthyphro initially feels confident in his ability to satisfy Socrates’ curiosity about the nature of piety, in the end he jumps overboard in frustration.

What accounts for the different responses of these two individuals? One hint comes at the beginning of our second dialogue, when Theaetetus expresses wonder about a particular problem Socrates has illuminated. This attitude excites Socrates, who states, “This sense of wonder is the mark of the philosopher. Philosophy indeed has no other origin” (Theaetetus 155d). Wonder is an acknowledgment of the universe’s mystery and an admission of our inability to fully grasp what is before us. Wonder opens Theaetetus to philosophical exploration and the hope of discovery. In contrast, Euthyphro is certain that he already knows all the answers. In his opinion, the solution to one of the biggest and most wonder-full questions humanity can confront—What is the nature of the holy?—is already in his back pocket. However, Euthyphro encounters difficulties he did not anticipate. His early answers, by his own admission, came apart at the seams when Socrates yanked at the loose ends, and his later responses kept taking him back the same deficient options. When it became evident that he could not escape Socrates’ queries by defining piety and that Socrates was not going to let him off the hook, he had two options. He could admit that he does not know the answer, or he could leave.

So why does Euthyphro leave? It is always tricky to attribute motives to another person, but, being a human for most of my life, I think I can make a pretty good guess. Euthyphro has presented himself to Socrates as an expert in religious matters. Thus, when he could not answer one of the most basic questions about his field of expertise, he was embarrassed. But instead of admitting that he needs to rethink some things, he first accuses Socrates of confusing him with words and then abandons ship.

This may hit uncomfortably close to home. We Christians want to think that we have a solid grip on our religious beliefs. It stings when we get cornered by difficult questions because it makes us, and our faith, look bad. Too often, our reaction parallels Euthyphro’s. We become hostile toward the questioner or run for the exits. After a few such situations, we become proficient at avoiding potential interrogators altogether.

While these responses can hardly be characterized as constructive, they reveal something important. We react in this way because we our beliefs are important to us. Therefore, even though many speak as if doctrines, theories and ideas are abstractions with no connection to real life, the impulse to attack the messenger or duck for cover tells us that just the opposite is true: We deeply value our beliefs. We just don’t get fired up over things about which we are indifferent. The problem is that these are defensive attempts to protect what we find important.

There are constructive ways for dealing with these situations. The best, I believe, is asking ourselves the questions before someone else asks them. If we don’t get caught cold, our answers may be more thoughtful and more satisfying to the interlocutor. This also seems to be a more responsible way to be Christian. If our faith matters to us, we should “always be prepared to give an answer [apologia] to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (1 Pet 3:15 NIV). One of the reasons for this book is to help us to anticipate good questions, often coming from outside the Christian ghetto, so we are not an embarrassment to our faith.

Another constructive move would be to recognize (and admit) what we don’t know. Christians often have the impression that it is their duty to know all the answers, and when it becomes clear that we do not, we often act in un-Christian ways. Moreover, as ironic as it may seem, willingness to admit that some corners of our universe still are mystery can facilitate one of the greatest, and possibly the most neglected, of the Christian virtues: humility. Socrates tells Theaetetus that, even though they have not adequately defined knowledge, he may have received something even more important. “You will be gentler and more agreeable to your companions, having the good sense not to fancy you know what you do not know” (Theaetetus 210c). The illusion of knowledge breeds arrogance, but realism about what we do not know can create gentleness and humility.

A third positive response is to respect truth. It may sound harsh to put it in these terms, but the difference between Euthyphro and Theaetetus is a matter of honesty. The impression we get from Euthyphro’s responses is that he did not want to know whether his beliefs were true. So when he gets backed into a corner, he does not respect truth enough to rethink his views. He probably walked away with his idea of “truth” intact, but truth maintained by walking away from fair questions is cheap and dishonest.

The actions of Socrates provide a nice counterpoint to this. We know from other dialogues that he believes that “man is the measure” is a dangerous doctrine. In Theaetetus, however, he refuses to attack a straw man. Instead, unless we ascribe some ulterior motives to him, Socrates develops “man is the measure” in what he thought was its most robust and defensible form, even though he thought it was a thoroughly wrong-headed notion. There is a lesson here for Christian apologists, who too often set up a caricature of their opponents’ positions, kick it over and claim victory for “our side.” An honest search for truth compels us to entertain the option that our opponents might know something we don’t. If we are unwilling to take an adversary’s best shot, we lack integrity.

Finally, it would be good to take a look at Socrates’ practice of asking questions.

Since we see these dialogues from the perspective of the one who must respond to Socrates’ questions, he comes off as a frustrating, and possibly obnoxious, individual. It wears us out to answer one question after another. If we can see it from Socrates’ perspective, however, we may be a bit more charitable in our evaluation. He is frustrated himself. He really does want to find all the truth about piety, knowledge and a raft of other issues. Since he values the truth, his frustration leads him to continual questioning. To someone who does not have Socrates’ hunger for truth, his scrutiny can come across as badgering. To those who love truth, it is a moral and intellectual imperative.

Socrates’ intense quest for wisdom might be a helpful corrective to the church’s tendency to discourage people from asking hard questions. Those who question get tagged as contentious or lacking in faith. Maybe this is backwards. Maybe we should be less tolerant of those who accept everything without a murmur and view those who bring up tough issues as honest inquirers after the truth. Not everyone has intellectual hurdles to cross on the way to faith, but many do. Unless we confront their questions head-on, we will perpetuate a common perception that Christianity cannot stand up to real questions. To suggest something really radical, perhaps, rather than simply addressing questions that people have, we should actually raise the questions ourselves. This might keep us from becoming “languid,” like Euthyphro. Moreover, beliefs, like everything else we own, are more important to us if we earn them through hard work rather than having them given to us.

One final point on questions. Socrates does not claim any more insight on the proper definitions of holiness and knowledge than Euthyphro and Theaetetus. However, he is ahead by another scoring system. He knows the right questions. Anyone can come up with a list of random queries, but Socrates is smart enough to ask questions that help people recognize where their answers lead them or how their proposals affect other responses they have given. He can do this because he has taken the time and energy to think out the issues of holiness and knowing before the dialogues. It may be that teaching (and knowing) has a lot more to do with recognizing relevant questions than it does with knowing all the answers. Socrates, like the others in this book, is an excellent teacher because he raises good, honest and difficult questions about the way we think and live. Whether we actually learn anything from Socrates and the others, as the actions of Euthyphro and Theaetetus demonstrate, depends on us.
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