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Foreword


Although 1974 was declared the year of the evangelical, apparently no one was listening. The year came and went as our culture continued slouching toward Gomorrah. Fast-forward to 2013. Islamic terrorism threatens our borders, our political discourse is shrill, and an epidemic of pornography addiction threatens the possibility of healthy relationships between men and women. People have to think twice about whether saving aborted babies or snail darters is more important. We cannot agree about the sexual makeup of a flourishing family. Spirituality is in, but no one knows which form to embrace. Indeed, the idea that one form may be better than another seems arrogant and intolerant. A flat stomach is of greater value than a mature character. The makeup man is more important than the speechwriter. People listen, or pretend to listen, to what actors—actors!—have to say. Western Civ had to go, and along with it, the possibility of getting a robust university education. The content of public discourse can be communicated in thirty-second sound bites. Magazine and newspaper articles are written at what used to be an eighth-grade level.

A moment’s reflection on these issues awakens us to the fact that our culture is in deep trouble. And while the causes of our malaise are varied, a core problem is the general inability of the American people to think carefully about things that really matter. And the church of Jesus Christ, which is called to be the pillar and support of the truth, is just as anti-intellectual as the broader culture. There is a straightforward application of the church’s anti-intellectualism for the body of Christ’s ability to affect the world for Jesus. To see this, consider the fact that a person’s plausibility structure is the set of ideas the person either is or is not willing to entertain as possibly true. For example, no one would come to a lecture defending a flat earth because this idea is not part of our plausibility structure. We cannot even entertain the idea. Moreover, a person’s plausibility structure is a function of the beliefs he or she already has. Applied to outreach, J. Gresham Machen got it right when he said:

God usually exerts that power in connection with certain prior conditions of the human mind, and it should be ours to create, so far as we can, with the help of God, those favourable conditions for the reception of the gospel. False ideas are the greatest obstacles to the reception of the gospel. We may preach with all the fervour of a reformer and yet succeed only in winning a straggler here and there, if we permit the whole collective thought of the nation or of the world to be controlled by ideas which, by the resistless force of logic, prevent Christianity from being regarded as anything more than a harmless delusion.1


If a culture reaches the point where Christian claims are not even part of its plausibility structure, fewer and fewer people will be able to entertain the possibility that they might be true. Whatever stragglers do come to faith in such a context would do so on the basis of felt needs alone, and the genuineness of such conversions would be questionable. This is why a vibrant intellectual life is so crucial to evangelism. It empowers the church to be able to create a plausibility structure in a person’s mind, “favourable conditions” as Machen puts it, so the gospel can be entertained by that person. To plant a seed in someone’s mind in pre-evangelism is to present a person with an idea that will work on his or her plausibility structure to create a space in which Christianity can be entertained seriously. If this is important to evangelism, it is strategically crucial that local churches think about how they can address those aspects of the modern worldview that place Christianity outside the plausibility structures of so many.

It is at this point that training in philosophy and logic enters the picture. Training in philosophy can empower someone to think well about life’s most important questions, to pursue thoughtfully a life of wisdom and virtue and to foster a plausibility structure in the broader culture within which Christian truth claims will be taken seriously. One of the chief omissions in education from elementary school to college is the lack of training in philosophy. And it is this omission that Prelude to Philosophy solves. I have known Mark Foreman for more than a quarter of a century. He is a man of integrity, vast and deep learning, and wide experience in teaching and writing. With great skill, he leads the reader to a feast of ideas, a journey into argumentation and thought, a pilgrimage into discipleship of the mind. This is one of the most accessible books of its kind, and the reader will be delighted by the clarity of exposition and the rich use of illustrations. So get ready for an adventure in thought and an invitation to love your God with all of your mind.

 

J. P. Moreland






Preface


This book is called Prelude to Philosophy: An Introduction for Christians. A prelude may be defined as an introduction preceding and preparing for a principal or more important matter. That is the sense in which this book is an introduction to philosophy. Most introductory texts present a quick definition of philosophy, contain a paragraph or two on why its study is important and spend the bulk of the book delving into the major branches, issues and problems in philosophy. This book takes a different approach. It concentrates on what philosophy is, why it is important and how to go about doing it. Little space is devoted to examining specific philosophical issues. This is a prolegomenon to philosophy. As such, it was written primarily to be used as a supplementary text for the beginning of an introduction to philosophy course.

Another distinction of this book is that it was written for a specific audience: Christians who are new to philosophy and who may have misgivings and reservations about what they are getting into. It is written at a basic level and assumes the reader has no knowledge of philosophy. It is hoped that reading this book will encourage Christians to continue to develop a philosophical mindset and be better prepared to consider the issues and problems in philosophy.

The layout of the book is straightforward. Chapter one covers the basics of defining and describing philosophy. In chapters two and three we take up the question of why the study of philosophy is important. Chapter two discusses why developing a philosophical mindset is important in general, and chapter three discusses why it is vital specifically for Christians. Chapter four offers an overview of the different branches and major questions dealt with in philosophy. The last three chapters deal with the primary method of philosophy: logic and analysis of arguments. Chapter five introduces the reader to the basic language and types of logical reasoning, chapter six covers informal fallacies, and chapter seven offers a tactical approach to constructing and analyzing arguments. The book finishes with an epilogue on the virtues of the Christian philosopher.

The book would not have been possible without the support of many friends and colleagues. First, there are of those former teachers who have had a significant influence on my approach to philosophy and whose shadows will be seen in these pages: Dr. Norman Geisler, Dr. Gary Habermas and Dr. James F. Childress. I want to thank my colleagues in the philosophy department at Liberty University with whom I shared many of these ideas. I especially want to thank my good friend and fellow teacher Dr. David Baggett, who read every page of this work and offered many valuable suggestions that improved it considerably. Also I offer a big thank you to my friend and mentor Dr. J. P. Moreland for his constant advice and encouragement and for writing the foreword to this book. As always, I could not get anything accomplished without the tireless devotion of my wife, Chris, and my three daughters, Erin, Lindsay and Kelly. Finally, I want to dedicate this volume to my three brothers who passed away during my work on it. They live on daily in my memory.
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What Is Philosophy?


I have been teaching a course on the introduction of philosophy on the college level every semester for about twenty years. In my experience, the initial attitude most students have about taking my class is one of dread. I am fully aware that I face an uphill battle if I am going to win them over to becoming even remotely interested, let alone excited, about studying philosophy. Why do most new students have such a negative attitude? To discover why, I often play a word association game with my students on the first day of class. I say the word philosophy and they have to tell me the first thing that comes into their minds. Here are some of their responses: “heavy,” “super-smart,” “complex,” “confusing,” “unimportant,” “dull,” “impractical,” “ivory-tower minded,” and the paradigmatically inevitable “boring.”1 There is no doubt about it: philosophy has a major public relations problem.

It is not only novices who have such a low regard for philosophy. Well-known, intelligent writers and thinkers have not uncommonly held philosophy in low regard too. Historian Henry Adams referred to philosophy as “unintelligible answers to insoluble problems.” Lord Bowen, a British statesman and writer, commented that a philosopher is “a blind man in a dark room looking for a black cat that isn’t there.” The nineteenth-century American satirist Ambrose Pierce defined philosophy as “a route of many roads leading from nowhere to nothing.” Even philosophers themselves have made disparaging remarks about their craft. Cicero wrote, “There is nothing so absurd that it hasn’t been said by some philosopher.” American philosopher William James claimed, “There is only one thing a philosopher can be relied on to do, and that is to contradict other philosophers.” French philosopher René Descartes wrote that “one cannot conceive of anything so strange and so unbelievable that it has not been said by one philosopher or another.” And he is considered the father of modern philosophy! Bertrand Russell once wrote, “The point of philosophy is to start with something so simple as to seem not worth stating, and to end with something so paradoxical that no one will believe it.” Finally, there is the well-known description of a philosopher: someone who doesn’t know what he is talking about but makes it sound like it’s your fault.

Returning to my students, what is the reason for such a low view among new students who have never studied philosophy? There are a number of factors. Partly it has to do with the image that one has to be superintelligent to do philosophy. However, that is not true. Certainly a high intelligence level will help in philosophical investigation. But philosophy is more about rigor and hard work than natural intelligence. Most philosophical thinking can be done by the average person if he or she is willing to put in the time and effort. However, much of this modern generation has become intellectually lazy. Many of them let others, such as teachers, pastors and the media, do the hard work of researching and thinking through tough issues and then rely on them to dictate what to believe. I often lecture on opposing views of a particular ethical issue in class, and it still amazes me when a student will raise her hand and ask, “So what do I believe?”

Another reason for philosophy’s bad image is that, as a discipline, most students study it late in their academic development. Most courses taken in college are built on material studied in high school or elementary school, like math, history and biology. Students have a basic idea of what these subjects cover before they walk through the doors of a college. However, most students do not take their first philosophy course until after they get to college. This perpetuates the myth that philosophy is only for the academically elite. But the fact is that people begin to think philosophically when they are young children. David Baggett recently made this point in Harry Potter and Philosophy:

“Philosophy begins in wonder,” Plato said. The mystery and marvel of it all is rarely lost on a child. Youngsters don’t need to be taught philosophical curiosity. It just comes naturally. Nearly as soon as we learn to talk, the world and its mysteries enchant our imagination. Who am I? Why are we here? Who made God? Does the refrigerator light go off when we close the door? Kids are born philosophers. Usually only the concerted efforts of adults—understandably exasperated at answering “Why?”—can stifle children’s passion to understand.2


It seems at a certain point children lose that sense of wonder for a while, but it often returns around the time of adolescence when they begin to question what they have been taught all their lives to believe. That is why I am a strong advocate for offering high-school courses in philosophy. This is the perfect time to channel the questions they are asking into a formal course on philosophy. I taught philosophy at the high-school level for a number of years, and it was exciting to watch students consider the views of the classic philosophers and marvel at how these philosophers struggled with many of the same questions that people face today.

Another reason for philosophy’s bad image is that most people do not think it is practical. Their impression is that philosophy is something done in the ivory towers of academia, and it has no place on Main Street where the common Joe is just trying to get by and live his life. To be honest, part of the blame for this perception has to be placed on philosophers themselves. Sometimes students do get the idea that certain ideas and concepts taught in the academy are highly impractical outside the classroom. Most philosophical concepts and issues are not like that, however. As the next chapter will show, philosophy is practical and beneficial. Our everyday decisions are based on our overall philosophy of life. Therefore, it is important that we take the time to examine those background foundational beliefs to make sure we are headed down the right path in life.3

However, the main reason new students have such a negative attitude about philosophy is that they do not know what it is or how it can benefit them. That is the purpose of the first three chapters of this book. This chapter will discuss what philosophy is, and the next two will discuss its benefits. What is philosophy? Four ways to get to know what something is are the following: define it, describe it, contrast and compare it with similar things, and experience it. Let us look at each of these in regards to philosophy.


PHILOSOPHY: A WORKING DEFINITION


The attempt to define philosophy brings us face to face with our first philosophical controversy. Philosophers cannot seem to come to an agreement about exactly what philosophy is. The problem is that the term is so broad and encompasses so many areas that it is difficult to arrive at an exact designation of what it means. It is like defining “love” or “good.” It is tough to get a specific handle on it because people mean so many things when they use these ambiguous terms.

Part of the confusion is that “philosophy” can be used as a noun or with a verb. As a noun it often refers to a person’s point of view on a particular topic. When I was once being interviewed for a teaching position, I was asked, “What is your philosophy of education?” The interviewers were asking me for a set of beliefs I had about the nature of education and the process for accomplishing it. That is one way to think of philosophy. However, the term can also function as a verb or an activity. To do philosophy is to practice a particular kind of mental activity. That is the operational definition I am seeking here.

Perhaps a good place to start is by looking at what a famous philosopher said about philosophy. Almost everyone has heard of Socrates. Socrates lived in ancient Greece from 469 to 399 B.C. He was originally a stonemason who, according to legend, was told by the Oracle of Delphi that he was the wisest man alive.4 Finding this difficult to believe, he set off to find someone wiser than himself. Socrates engaged several of the statesmen and poets of Athens in dialogues about the ultimate meaning of things. His tactic was to corner an individual and barrage him with questions about what he was doing, why he was doing it and its ultimate meaning. In almost all of these dialogues, he showed the individual how ignorant he was concerning these questions.5 This earned Socrates the reputation of being a fairly annoying individual, and he became known as the Gadfly of Athens. Eventually, he became so irritating that the citizens of Athens put him on trial on the trumped-up charges of not honoring the gods and of corrupting the youth.

During his trial, Socrates gave a stirring defense for living the life of a philosopher in which he claimed, “The unexamined life is not worth living.” What did Socrates mean? Specifically, what is the unexamined life and what did Socrates mean when he said it was not worth living?

Socrates often ran into individuals who were immersed in the daily activities of life, who rarely took time to stop and think about what they were doing and why they were doing it. They were going through the motions of life without making the effort to reflect and think about what life is about. That is the unexamined life. Many today are guilty of living much the same way. They perform activities or make choices without reflecting about the kind of life they live or where they are going. Oftentimes they adopt beliefs without thinking about them.

I once had a conversation with a friend about morality, in the course of which he told me, “I think that everything is okay to do as long as you are not hurting anyone.” As we talked, I asked him if he thought such a minimal view of morality was adequate. I offered the following scenario: “Suppose I am standing next to a shallow swimming pool. A toddler crawls over and falls into the pool and starts drowning. It would be no trouble for me to reach down and pull her out of the water. And yet I do nothing and allow her to drown. Do you think I am doing something wrong?” He said, “Absolutely! You should save the child.” I then replied, “But if your minimalistic view of morality is true, I am not obligated to save this child. I am not hurting the child—I didn’t push her in, she just fell in. According to your moral theory, I can do anything I want as long as I am not hurting someone. So, I am free to stand there doing nothing, and I am not culpable of any wrongdoing.” My friend acknowledged that he needed to qualify his view. He realized that morality often involves more than refraining from harming others. It also involves other obligations, such as sometimes helping others as well. He had thoughtlessly adopted a common cliché about morality without examining what it means and whether it is true. That is typical of living the unexamined life.

What does Socrates mean when he says that such a life is not worth living? He does not mean it in the absolute sense—that people have no value if they live unexamined lives. Neither is Socrates saying that people who do not examine their lives should be executed. One can gain a better grasp of Socrates’ claim by putting it in context. In his defense, Socrates suggests some of his accusers might ask, “Why can’t you live quietly and stop talking?” To which he answers, “It is the greatest good for a man to discuss virtue every day and those other things about which you hear me conversing and testing myself and others for the unexamined life is not worth living for man.”6

Socrates sees human beings as unique in the animal kingdom. Human beings have, by nature of the kind of being they are, the inherent ability to reason and reflect about themselves and the world around them.7

For example, when I take my dog, Toby, for a walk in the evening, I often stop and look at the view of the sunset behind the Blue Ridge Mountains that I see from my neighborhood. I admire the beauty of God’s world and wonder at his majesty. Toby is not having any kind of similar experience—he is looking for a spot to relieve himself. Toby does not have the ability to reflect on the beauty of the world, but human beings do. It was Jean-Paul Sartre, a French existentialist philosopher, who said that the human animal is the only animal that knows it is going to die. That knowledge affects us even when we are not consciously thinking about our own mortality. We plan our days knowing that our time is limited. We can and often do think about things like God, the afterlife, morality and the meaning of our existence in light of the fact that we will at some point shuffle off this mortal coil and be buried in the cold, dark earth. Toby does not think about that. He is not going to wake up one day and suddenly think, “My Lord, what have I been doing with my life? My life is passing before me, and all I do is lie around all day and chew up the furniture. Is that all there is?” When Socrates claims that the unexamined life is not worth living, he is saying that we are not living the life we were created to live. To live the unexamined life is to live a less than fully human life. It is like living the life of a lower animal, like a dog or a cow. It is not the way humans were made to live. Human beings are designed to be able to reflect on the meaning and value of life and the world around them.

This is what Socrates means when he claims, “The unexamined life is not worth living.” But that raises another question: Is this claim true? Just because Socrates claims that the unexamined life is not worth living does not automatically make it true. Maybe that is just his opinion.8 After all, many people seem to be happy, and they do not seem to take the time to examine their lives. In fact, some people might argue that it is better not to know everything. There is a certain amount of truth to the cliché, “Ignorance is bliss.”

To answer the truth question, it is important to see that Socrates is making a normative claim. A normative claim makes a claim about some action persons ought to do. When someone says you should not lie or you should help your fellow human, she is making a normative claim. Socrates is not just saying that rationally reflecting about life is the way a human is; he is saying that because a person is a rational creature, that person has an obligation to behave like one. When one lives the “unexamined life,” one is not living as one should. The “greatest good” is examining life. Socrates would ask the person who is supposedly happy living the unexamined life, “Is happiness really all that matters? What about the truth? What if an individual is happy, yet everything he believes is wrong?”

Take the story about Wonmug.9 Wonmug was not a smart person; in fact, he was very slow on the upswing. One day, several of the students in his class decided to play a cruel hoax on Wonmug. They were going to act as if everything he said was intelligent. Every time Wonmug made a remark or answered a question, even though he was wrong, they made comments like, “That was very insightful, Wonmug,” and “You are really smart, Wonmug.” So, while the class was laughing behind his back, Wonmug was happy because he thought he was smart. How many of us would want to be Wonmug? Could one be satisfied living a happy life that may be a delusion? Might one be forfeiting a deeper sense of fulfillment by settling for a poor substitute? Socrates would doubt that any such person could ultimately be happy. Human beings are creatures who want to know and understand the truth about themselves and the world around them. Many would even be willing to sacrifice some temporary happiness for timeless knowledge and truth.10 It is the way people are and the way they should be.

So, what is philosophy? Broadly speaking, it is examining life. However, that is a rather expansive definition, so let us narrow it down. A second way to define philosophy is by examining the etymology of the word.11 Philosophy is the combination of two terms in Greek: phileo and sophos. Phileo is a term for “love.” The Greeks had many terms for the idea that we communicate with the single word love. The English term love can have several different meanings: a romantic feeling as in “I love you,” a commitment like “love of country,” an expression of joy as in “I love this song.” In Greek, each nuance of “love” has a different term. Phileo is usually meant to express great affection for something. The Greek term sophos is the word for “wisdom.” If you know a woman whose name is Sophia, it means “wise woman.” So philosophy can also be defined as the love of wisdom.

What is wisdom? Some people equate wisdom with knowledge and mistakenly think that intelligent people are also wise. However, most know that this is not true. I am sure we can all think of people who are smart but not wise. Wisdom has less to do with how much one knows and more to do with how one uses the knowledge one has. This does not mean that knowledge is unimportant. One sign of the truly wise person is that she will attempt to learn as much as she can. However, wisdom is more than having knowledge. Knowledge is necessary for wisdom, but it is not sufficient. Wisdom is knowledge applied. It is using the knowledge one has in a way that benefits one’s life. This is the kind of wisdom personified in Proverbs 4:5-12:


Acquire wisdom! Acquire understanding!

Do not forget nor turn away from the words of my mouth.

“Do not forsake her, and she will guard you;

Love her, and she will watch over you.

“The beginning of wisdom is: Acquire wisdom;

And with all your acquiring, get understanding.

“Prize her, and she will exalt you;

She will honor you if you embrace her.

“She will place on your head a garland of grace;

She will present you with a crown of beauty.”

 

Hear, my son, and accept my sayings

And the years of your life will be many.

I have directed you in the way of wisdom;

I have led you in upright paths.

When you walk, your steps will not be impeded;

And if you run, you will not stumble.



In the New Testament, Paul uses the description “spiritual man” in his letter to the Corinthians to describe the wise person: “He who is spiritual appraises all things” (1 Cor 2:15). To appraise something means to investigate it and determine its value. That is an excellent description of what philosophers do. They examine beliefs and determine their value. If you are a lover of wisdom, then philosophy is the field for you.

These definitions help, but something a little more tangible is necessary. Here is a suggested working definition of philosophy: Philosophy is the critical examination of our foundational beliefs concerning the nature of reality, knowledge and truth, and our moral and social values. This may not be a perfect definition; there are some who will quibble with it. But it is a good working definition. However, it requires explanation.

First, philosophy is the critical examination of beliefs. The term critical might communicate the wrong idea. The word is often used in a negative sense, as in, “You are so critical this morning. What happened? Did you get up on the wrong side of the bed?” This comment conveys that the person is displaying a bad attitude. However, that is not the way philosophers employ the term. They mean “critical” in the sense of “analytical”—a critical mind, not a critical heart. In this sense, a person is critical if, rather than accepting what he reads or hears, he takes time to analyze it. There are three main tasks in analyzing: clarification, justification and evaluation. To clarify something means to determine what it means. Justification addresses the questions: Is this true, and are there good reasons to believe that it is true? Evaluation determines the value or significance of the idea. The previous discussion of Socrates’ claim, “The unexamined life is not worth living,” is a good example of critical examination.

This discussion started with the question of clarification: What did he mean by “the unexamined life,” and what did he mean by “not worth living”? Then it addressed the question of justification: Is it true that the unexamined life is not worth living? Finally, in the illustration of Wonmug, the discussion turned to evaluating the significance of living a life of seeking truth rather than a life of seeking happiness.

If philosophy involves critical examination, the next question is, What do philosophers examine? The definition says “foundational beliefs.” A belief may be defined as an idea or concept one accepts or affirms as true.12 People express beliefs in propositions: Abraham Lincoln was once president of the United States.13 We all have many different beliefs about many different things, and they can be categorized a number of ways: true or false, important or trivial, likely or remote, dispositional or considered. While we are often conscious of some of our beliefs, we hold many beliefs that we may not be thinking about currently or that we assume and have never thought about. The belief about Lincoln is an example of a belief I am sure you hold and yet were not thinking about until this moment. Not all beliefs are foundational beliefs. For example, the belief about Abraham Lincoln is not a foundational belief. Foundational beliefs are those beliefs that are central and fundamental to an overall worldview and yet are often not thought about. Philosophers examine all kinds of beliefs, but they tend to concentrate on these central beliefs because they form the core and are the basis of all our other beliefs.

Another term we might use to describe these foundational beliefs is presuppositions. Presuppositions are beliefs people usually do not think about or try to prove. They are assumptions people hold about themselves and the world, without which they would not be able to arrive at any other knowledge. Because presuppositions affect all other beliefs, philosophers think it important to examine them critically to determine what they really mean, whether they are true and their significance.

What is the content of foundational beliefs? The above definition lists three major categories of foundational beliefs: beliefs about reality, beliefs about knowledge and truth, and beliefs about moral and social values.14 Individuals hold presuppositions in all three areas. Here are some examples.15

One part of reality is the existence of creatures called human beings. We hold a number of foundational beliefs about human beings. For example, most of us believe that human beings have free will. Free will is the idea that humans can deliberate about their actions and beliefs and make choices based on those deliberations. Because they are free and could have done otherwise, they are held responsible for those choices. Many people do not often think about free will; they assume it in their evaluations of the actions of others. It is a presupposition. However, a number of philosophers have wondered whether people really are free to make choices. There are many forces outside a person’s control that have large bearing on what he decides. The environment he was raised in and the circumstances that happen to come about have a great deal to do with the character a person develops. Because actions often flow out of character, many philosophers wonder whether people are as free as they think they are. These philosophers might argue that there are many times when people do not have free will and therefore cannot be held responsible for their actions. Free will may not be as easy to affirm as we may have originally assumed.

Another basic belief can be found in the realm of knowledge and truth. People believe they know things, and much of this knowledge is based on their experiences. Such knowledge comes primarily in two modes: what we are currently experiencing (the sensations we are having right now) and past experiences in the form of memories. Let us examine these separately.

Most people assume that their memories are reliable. When they reflect on an event in the past, they believe they are remembering the event correctly, especially if it is recent. But can we really know if our memories are reliable? In order to be sure, it seems that we would need a way to test the reliability of memories. In medical laboratories, researchers practice an activity called quality control. These are a series of tests performed on diagnostic instruments to make sure they are providing accurate information. What kind of diagnostic test can we devise to assess whether or not our memories are reliable? Suppose Chris says, “I can think of a time when I parked my car outside my office, went inside for a while, came back out and remembered where I parked my car. My memory was reliable that time.” However, this test is inadequate because it depends on a memory to test whether memories are reliable. Chris might respond, “I will just check out my memory of an event with someone else’s memory of the same event, and if they correlate, then that means my memory is reliable.” However, this is the same problem, because she is using a memory (someone else’s this time) to test whether her memories are reliable. If there is no noncircular way to test whether memories are reliable, then how can we know that what they tell us is true? Doesn’t knowledge require good (noncircular) evidence? How do we know our memories were not planted inside of us and do not correspond with reality at all?

“Certainly we can be sure of our immediate sensations,” Chris might say. “I know what I am seeing right now.” People assume that their current sense experience, what they are seeing, hearing and feeling right now, gives them knowledge about the world. We see a tree outside the window, so there must be a tree outside the window. In order to know that our senses are reliable, we again need a way to perform quality control on them. But how could we test the reliability of our senses? We cannot get outside of our sense experience to observe whether what our senses tell us is really the case. The problem is that it is possible for our senses to deceive us and that what we think we are experiencing is not really there. In the motion picture The Matrix, that was exactly the experience of Neo. Unknown to him, his brain was attached to a supercomputer that was controlling all of his sensations.16 He thought he was experiencing certain events, but every sensation he had was a creation of the computer. If such a scenario is possible, can we be sure of anything we are currently experiencing? Perhaps the idea of knowledge based on personal experience is not as obvious as we might first think.

We also have assumptions when it comes to values. We believe that some things are better than other things and often rank them according to their value. We say, “This movie (book, song, idea) is better than that one.” What is the basis for this ranking? Many people believe it is purely personal preference and individual taste. A common cliché that expresses this idea states: “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” However, is this true? Is the ranking of values nothing more than just individual preferences? If that is the case, why are there art museums in which art critics recognize certain works of art as great (with the implied converse that some are not), or programs like the Academy Awards in which members of the academy try to recognize the best movies and performances of the year? In these contexts “great” and “best” imply that there is some objectively recognized standard for some works being better than others. Maybe there is more to beauty than just personal preferences. Most of us would be more than a little shocked if Plan 9 from Outer Space beat Schindler’s List as best picture.17 The assumption about beauty being in the eye of the beholder is open to debate.

These are all examples of common foundational beliefs people have about reality (we have free will), knowledge (knowledge based on personal experience is possible) and values (some things are better than others). Each of these beliefs is central to our worldview and affects many of our decisions and other beliefs. Yet even this brief discussion shows they are not as obvious as we might have originally assumed. This kind of analysis is the task of philosophy: the critical examination of foundational beliefs we hold about the nature of reality, knowledge and truth, and our moral and social values.




DESCRIBING PHILOSOPHY


A second way to get to know something is to describe it. Definitions are the skeleton of an idea, while descriptions put flesh on the skeleton. The above definition of philosophy provides a basic idea about what it is. Describing philosophy draws out the finer details and subtle nuances. When we describe something, we list its characteristics or properties. Although there are a number of distinguishing features to philosophy, there are six that will provide us with a more nuanced understanding of philosophy.18

1. The relationship between philosophy and facts. Many disciplines are concerned about discovering and knowing facts. Historians strive to find out the facts of what happened in the past. Scientists study to understand the facts of the world around us: what is happening, how it happens and why. Mathematicians attempt to understand the facts about mathematical truths and to use these in understanding facts about the world. However, philosophy is different in how it relates to facts. Philosophers are generally more interested in what lies behind the facts, their meaning, significance and veracity, than in the facts themselves.

Suppose your friend Bill tells you he is in the market for a new car and wants to buy the best car he can afford. If we were to ask what the facts are in this case, the answer is straightforward: Bill wants to buy the best car available. But if we were to probe more deeply, we might ask what Bill means by “best” car. There are many different criteria we can use for “best” in this case. Perhaps he means the newest car. Perhaps he means the oldest car (an antique). Perhaps he means the fastest car or the best-looking car. Maybe he is thinking of the one with the nicest interior features. The point is that while we know what Bill said, the meaning behind what he said needs clarification. Even after we clarify what he meant by “best” there is still the question of significance and truthfulness. Assuming by “best” he means the nicest-looking car, we can still question whether this is the correct criterion to use or which car satisfies the description. When we try to get behind the facts to determine their meaning, truthfulness or significance, we are doing philosophy.

Here is another example. The Mormon religion claims that its founder, Joseph Smith Jr., had a religious experience in which an angel named Moroni claiming to be from God appeared before him and told him if he excavated a certain site on a hill called Cumorah in upstate New York, he would find several golden plates with writing on them. When translated, they would tell the story of Jesus’ postresurrection appearances to a group of native Americans called the Nephites. Joseph Smith claims to have followed the angel’s directions, and that is where the Book of Mormon, the foundational scriptures of the Mormon religion, came from. Assuming these events occurred as reported by Smith, does that automatically authenticate Mormonism as divinely ordained?

Not necessarily. Even if these events took place as described, it does not explain their meaning or significance.19 No experience comes with its own interpretation built in. Experiences have to be interpreted and analyzed according to some criteria to determine their meaning. There are a variety of possible explanations of Smith’s experience. For example, Scripture tells us that Satan can appear as an angel of light (2 Cor 11:14) with the purpose of deceiving and leading others astray. If Scripture is used as the criterion, then there are a number of discrepancies between the Book of Mormon and Scripture that would call the divine origin of the Book of Mormon into question. How do we determine the criteria? That, too, is a philosophical issue. The point here is that philosophy is concerned with more than just the facts. Factual data alone rarely solve philosophical problems or settle hard questions.

2. The importance of method in philosophical investigation. It often surprises people to learn that philosophy is not nearly as interested in what they believe as in why they believe it. The method an individual employs to arrive at a belief is extremely important to philosophers. In order to understand this, it is necessary to make an important distinction between first-order and second-order disciplines.

A first-order discipline is a field that studies reality directly. Biology is a good example of a first-order discipline. Biology is the study of different kinds of life. It is done by directly observing different life forms and arriving at conclusions about them. For example, suppose a biologist wants to know whether frogs have lungs. How would she answer this question? By observation. She dissects a frog, notes that it has lungs and concludes that frogs have lungs. In other words, direct observation of reality is the normal means by which biology and most sciences operate.

A second-order discipline is a field that studies the methods and presuppositions of first-order disciplines. It is not interested in the conclusion as much as the means used to arrive at the conclusion and the presuppositions held while attempting to answer the question. In the previous example, the biologist wanted to know whether frogs have lungs, and she answered the question by dissecting a frog and observing its lungs. However, did she answer the question asked? The question asked was, Do frogs have lungs? The biologist looked at only one frog. The question was not about this frog but about frogs as a species. Can a biologist arrive at a conclusion about an entire species by looking at only one representative? Not really. So the method used by our biologist is questionable and leaves the original question unanswered. How many frogs does she have to observe before our biologist can know whether frogs have lungs? That is a philosophical debate about the method used in arriving at truth.

Another issue involved in the biologist’s answer has to do with some of her presuppositions that are fundamentally philosophical. In answering the question the way she did, she was assuming a particular position on the metaphysical question of universals (Do all frogs share a universal property called “frogness”?). She also assumed that a principle called the uniformity of nature was in force. This is the idea that there is a uniformity of characteristics common among the members of species. All frogs have the same basic characteristics, like lungs. Critically examining such presuppositions is one of the tasks of philosophy.

3. One of the primary tasks of philosophy is clarification. According to the given definition, one aspect of critical examination is clarification. The important role clarification plays in doing philosophy cannot be emphasized enough. Philosophy is interested in finding the truth, and clear thinking is a key ingredient in that search. There are two great enemies to clear thinking: ambiguity and vagueness. A term is ambiguous when there is more than one possible meaning. An example is the term right. Think of all the different ways this term can be used. It can be used of a direction, as in “right or left”; it can be used in a morally normative sense, as in “it is right to tell the truth”; it can be used in a rationally normative sense, as in “that was the right answer to the problem”; and it can be used in the sense of a legal claim we can make, as in “I have a right to an attorney.” With all these possible meanings, it is understandable when people confuse these different uses. A friend once commented to me, “A woman has a legal right to an abortion; therefore it is right for her to get one.” He was confusing the morally normative use with the legal-claim use of the term.

A term is vague when the meaning is not clear.20 Vagueness has to do with the inability to identify the parameters of a term. For example, take the word heap, as in, “That’s a heap of food on your plate.” What exactly is a heap? It is obviously more than a couple of items, but how much more? The point where something crosses the line from not being a heap to being a heap is unclear. Vagueness often occurs when a term is overused. The term is used so often and in so many different contexts that its meaning, if it ever had one, gets lost. This can be easily demonstrated by noting one of the vaguest terms in the English language: love. What does one mean when one uses this term? Like heap, its meaning is not always clear.

Christians are often guilty of vague thinking. They use Christian terms and clichés without knowing exactly what they mean. They often merely mimic or affirm what everybody else says. Here is a humorous example. Most Christians have probably gone through the experience of sitting down for a meal where someone opens with a prayer in which he says, “Lord, bless this food to the nourishment of our bodies.” This is a good and common thing to pray at the beginning of a meal. But Christians need to stop and consider what it is they are asking God to do. They are asking him to “bless the food.” But what does it mean to “bless” something? This is a term used frequently in Christian circles, and yet rarely does anyone know what it means. The original derivation of the Hebrew term means “to make better or to make happy.”21 Are people asking God to make the food taste better or happy? Maybe this is the origin of the McDonald’s Happy Meal. In what sense could God make the food better? Perhaps the answer is found in the other part of the prayer, where the person asks God to make the food “nourishing to our bodies.” But didn’t God already do this when he created the food and created our bodies with the means to convert it into nourishment? Is there now some additional act God needs to do to make it nourishing? Is unblessed food less nourishing?

I am being a bit jocular here, and I am not saying there is anything wrong with saying this prayer before meals. But people often use language in an ambiguous or vague manner without thinking about what they are saying or believing. Philosophers hold that foundational beliefs are too important to be needlessly vague or ambiguous. Hence, as a discipline, they take clarification seriously. This is why philosophers will often begin a philosophical discussion by taking the time to define terminology and concepts. They want to make sure everyone is on the same page. When we engage in philosophical discussions in my classes, I will often ask a student, “What do you mean when you use that term or phrase?” This can be frustrating to students new to philosophy. It seems as if philosophers are being too analytical and overly detailed when they do this. They are not. They believe that language should be employed carefully in the discussion of philosophical issues.22

4. Philosophy examines and evaluates everything. Nothing is taken for granted. In philosophy, every belief and idea is open to critical examination. Philosophers require clarification and justification before accepting any belief as true. Even the nature and definition of philosophy itself is discussed and debated by philosophers. In this sense, as a field, philosophy trumps all other fields. It is not coincidental that the highest academic degree in most fields is doctor of philosophy in _______. For no matter which field an individual studies, whether it is science, history, literature or the arts, each field ultimately comes down to foundational beliefs of what it is, why it works the way it does and how it works. Those are philosophical questions and require philosophical answers.

J. P. Moreland tells the story of having a discussion with a scientist. The scientist asked him what he did for a living, and he replied that he taught philosophy. The scientist rolled his eyes and scoffed, “Philosophy! I used to be interested in those things when I was a teenager, but I outgrew it. I now know that the only knowledge of reality is that which can be quantified and tested in the laboratory. If you can measure it and test it scientifically you can know it. If not, the topic is nothing but private opinion and idle speculation.”23 Moreland looked at him and said, “Really? Can you give me a scientific definition of ‘science’? Can you scientifically demonstrate that science is the only discipline that is objectively rational and true? Or provide a scientific explanation for the value of scientific explanations?” What Moreland was trying to point out is that the very nature and presuppositions of science, its aims, methodologies and values, cannot be validated by science because they are ultimately philosophical questions, not scientific ones. When a scientist addresses these questions, he is no longer functioning in the role of a scientist but is functioning as a philosopher. Philosophy cannot be avoided, nor can it be responsibly ignored or trivialized. The question is not whether people will end up doing philosophy or not, but how well they will do it when they must.

Some Christians are apprehensive about the idea that philosophy examines and evaluates everything. They often say, “Does that include God and the Bible? Aren’t you placing human fallen reason above God? What about faith? The Scriptures say we should have the faith of a child. We’re not supposed to question God. God said it, I believe it, and that settles it.” These Christians are sincere and right-hearted, but they also are wrong-headed about the place of reason in relation to faith for a number of reasons.24

First, although it is true that God has ontological priority, reason has epistemological priority. To say that God has ontological priority means that God is first and ultimate in the order of being or existence. God exists above everything, and all things find their origin, value and meaning in him. Also, by giving God ontological priority we recognize that he is the source for our ability to reason and understand. Reason is a gift from God to humans to assist them in understanding God and the world God has made. A number of Christian philosophers have recently made the case that cognition, the ability to reason and know, is not possible in a world without God.25

However, in the order of knowing, reason comes first. Theologian and philosopher Norman Geisler affirms this point when he writes:

While God is prior to logic in the order of being (ontologically) nevertheless, logic is prior to God in the order of knowing (epistemologically). No knowledge is possible without the laws of thought; if this is not true then nothing else follows. Even the statement “God is God” makes no sense if the law of identity does not hold.26


Geisler is speaking specifically of logic, but I am using “reason” in a more broad sense as referring to all of the cognitive faculties involved in gaining knowledge, including but not limited to logical abilities, learning, reflecting, deliberating, remembering, understanding, and our moral faculties. Reason, in this broad sense, is the essential cognitive process individuals employ to know anything at all. Nothing can be known about God apart from our cognitive abilities because no knowledge of any kind can be obtained apart from them. We cannot even understand what the Bible says without our basic reasoning abilities. Every time a person opens the pages of Scripture and attempts to understand what is written there, she is interpreting, and interpretation is a philosophical activity. She is reasoning about the meaning, significance and application of Scripture based on a set of accepted criteria. Most people may never have thought about these criteria—it is one of the presuppositions they have when they approach Scripture. However, these interpretive criteria are philosophical principles that have been carefully reasoned and established by the community of believers down through the ages.27

None of this is to deny the important role of the Holy Spirit in aiding us to understand the things of God. I am not claiming that reason acts alone in this regard. The Christian church has always taught that the Holy Spirit plays a primary role in illuminating us concerning the understanding and application of Scripture. Reason does not displace the role of the Spirit. There is no dichotomy between reason and the Holy Spirit. They work together; the Holy Spirit uses our cognitive abilities in fulfilling this task. It is like using a hammer to drive a nail into a board. If we were to ask what caused the nail to go into the board, some might say the hammer while others may say the person wielding the hammer. In fact it is both. The person is the efficient cause, the power that causes the nail to go into the board, while the hammer is the instrumental cause, the tool employed, to cause the nail to go into the board. In the same way, reason is one of the primary instruments the Holy Spirit employs in illuminating, interpreting and applying God’s Word in our lives.

Second, many Christians have adopted an unbiblical concept of faith as blind faith. Faith is important, but Scripture never promotes the idea of blind faith—believing anything with no reasons at all. That is not biblical faith; it is foolhardy presumption. Biblical faith believes God for what he has said he will do. This is not blind faith, for God has demonstrated over and over that he is trustworthy. J. P. Moreland and William Lane Craig write:

The biblical notion of faith involves three components: notitia (understanding the content of the Christian faith), fiducia (trust), and assensus (the assent of the intellect to the truth of some proposition). Trust is based on understanding, knowledge and the intellect’s assent to truth. Belief in rests on belief that. One is called to trust in what he or she has reason to give intellectual assent (assensus) to. In Scripture, faith involves placing trust in what you have reason to believe is true. Faith is not a blind, irrational leap in the dark.28


Abraham is the perfect example of a person of faith. It is sometimes claimed that Abraham exhibited blind faith when he willingly obeyed God’s command to sacrifice his son Isaac. However, Abraham apparently knew that Isaac would survive the sacrifice. Note the command to his servants when they arrived at the base of the mountain: “Stay here with the donkey, and I and the lad will go over there; and we will worship and return to you” (Gen 22:5, emphasis added). The author of Hebrews explains that in this incident Abraham “considered that God is able to raise people even from the dead” (Heb 11:19). Was this blind faith on Abraham’s part? No, because God had proved himself trustworthy to Abraham several times. God promised him a land and came through. He promised Abraham a son when Sarah was beyond childbearing years and fulfilled that promise. Most important, he told Abraham that the descendants of his son Isaac would be as numerable as the stars of heaven. Because Isaac had no children at the time of his sacrifice, Abraham trusted that God was either not going to kill him or would raise him from the dead. That is not blind faith.

When John the Baptist was imprisoned and expressed doubts about who Jesus was, he sent his disciples to ask Jesus, “Are you the Expected One, or do we look for someone else?” (Lk 7:19). What was the response of Jesus? It was not, “Well, John, you just need to have more faith.” No, what he said was, “Go and report to John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have the gospel preached to them” (Lk 7:22). Jesus gave John reasons to believe that he was the promised Messiah. Jesus did not ask his disciples to believe blindly, but he provided “many convincing proofs” (Acts 1:3) of his claims. He even made the same offer to his opponents: “If I do not do the works of My Father, do not believe me; but if I do them, though you do not believe Me, believe the works, so that you may know and understand that the Father is in Me, and I in the Father” (Jn 10:37-38).

In the same way we are not called to believe blindly. It is true that, unlike Abraham and John the Baptist, many of us have not had a direct personal experience of God.29 But that does not mean that our faith is groundless. We do have reasons to believe based on the authority of the testimony of those who have had those experiences: the prophets and the apostles. If challenged as to why we should believe this testimony, we can offer reasons to hold that this testimony is reliable and true.30 Whatever reasons we offer, whether it be a philosophical argument for God’s existence, an argument for scriptural reliability or a personal encounter with God in the form of an answered prayer, miraculous healing or the convicting work of the Holy Spirit, we are not expected or required to abandon reason and take a blind leap of faith in believing that the claims of Christianity are true. We all choose to believe for some reason. If not, then why select Christianity over some other religion or nonreligion? There is no dichotomy between faith and reason. They work together. That is why Peter writes that we all should be able to “give an account for the hope that is within you” (1 Pet 3:15).

More could be said here, but the important point to remember is that the truth can stand up to scrutiny and examination. If the claims of Christians are true, then we have nothing to worry about from critical examination. In fact, such examination will enhance our faith as we clarify what we believe and establish good reasons to believe it.

5. Philosophy is usually concerned with foundational issues that have been perennial throughout the history of humankind. I am sometimes asked, “Why did you go into philosophy as a career?” My answer is always the same: I want to spend my life dealing with the important questions in life, the ones that really matter. That is what philosophy is about. It deals with humankind’s most important issues. These issues have been around ever since humankind has been on earth: Are people free or determined? Is the human being just a physical body, or is there an immaterial aspect as well? What is the good, and how does one know when it is achieved? Is there such a thing as truth? How does one know when one has arrived at the truth? Is there a God, and how does one know that and relate to him?

In medicine, there are not enough resources to be able to help all those who need help. For example, only a limited number of organs are available for transplantation to those who need them. Who gets access to the few organs we have, and who does not? This raises a question of justice. What is the just way to distribute scarce goods in a society? The question of justice is also the primary question in Plato’s greatest work, The Republic. Although he was not dealing with the question of medical transplants, he was dealing with the same ultimate question of what a just society is and how goods and services should be distributed in such a society. Humankind has been dealing with the same questions since the beginning of recorded time.

Because these issues have been discussed for millennia, most philosophers realize they are probably not going to solve them today. This causes some people to be skeptical about philosophy. They reason, “If we have been trying to answer the same questions for thousands of years, and we haven’t found answers by now, then what’s the use? Maybe there are no answers, and we can’t know anything about these ultimate questions.”

The problem is not that there are no answers; the problem is that there are too many. Throughout the history of philosophy, many philosophers have offered competing theories as attempts to answer these ultimate questions. Although this might create even more skepticism on the part of some, there are two points to consider. First, there is value in taking the time to reflect critically on these fundamental issues. The process of deep reflection itself is affirming to our humanity. Second, not all proposed solutions are of the same quality. Some feature better arguments than others. The task of the philosopher is to sift through all the possible proposed solutions and arrive at the one that provides the best evidence or explanation.

This raises another important aspect of philosophy. Philosophers can often look at the same evidence and generate completely different explanations and theories to account for it. This is one of the most difficult aspects of philosophy for new students to grasp. Just because two philosophers disagree does not mean that one is rational and the other is not. It is possible to be rational and still be wrong. It is not always clear why this is the case, but there is a difference between a philosophical theory being rational, in the sense that the conclusion follows from the evidence, and it being compelling. For a view to be rational generally means that it is supported by the evidence or arguments in accordance with our perceptual abilities, memories, laws and rules of logic and our basic moral intuitions. To be compelling often involves many other factors such as our starting point, the set of beliefs we already hold, and a host of other psychological factors. It is possible for a point of view to be rational to one person and still not be compelling enough to motivate another to agree with it. For example, one might be able to explain how it is logically possible for a loving God to exist and yet there still be suffering and evil in the world. Such arguments might not be compelling to the individual who is currently going through the emotional turmoil of the loss of a child. Some persons have different evidential sets based on their experiences where they do not find any argument, not matter how rational, to be compelling.

This is another characteristic of philosophy. Philosophers are accustomed to disagreeing with one another, and they have come to accept that as a part of philosophy. They continue to present arguments in hopes of swaying others to see things from their point of view. But it does not bother most philosophers that there is disagreement. They usually respect one another even though they think the other is wrong. That is part of the nature and beauty of philosophy. Philosophers are free to explore and respectfully discuss new ideas with colleagues without the worry of personally offending them. It is even possible to be close friends with philosophers with whom one strongly disagrees.

6. Philosophy often appeals to systems of principles or guidelines regarded to be true. Philosophy is not done in a vacuum, and philosophical examination does not begin from a neutral position. The idea of the completely neutral philosopher is a myth. Everyone has presuppositions and even biases that guide their thinking about foundational beliefs. The idea is not to ignore or abandon such presuppositions so much as to be aware of them and their effect on one’s thinking, and be willing to change them if necessary. Those least aware of their own biases are most likely to be held in bondage to them.

Philosophers build systems of beliefs. In order to do that, they begin with guidelines or first principles that they hold to be true and then, using these, investigate new knowledge claims as they arise. If those claims are inconsistent with what they already consider true, an adjustment must be made. Inconsistency with a set of beliefs is a sign of falsehood. This usually means philosophers must do one of two things: either reject the new claim as true or adjust their system to adapt to this new claim.

For example, one system of guidelines most philosophers employ in critical examination is the classical laws of logic. The foundation for logic is the principle of noncontradiction, which states that something cannot both be and not be at the same time and in the same sense. If a new claim presents a contradiction to an accepted belief, then that is a sign that something is wrong, and either the new claim or the prior belief needs to be rejected. They cannot both be true according to this law of logic.31

Another example of a system of beliefs is science. Some of the basic laws in science are the laws of physics. These laws help us to comprehend the universe and guide us in performing tasks. When NASA sent men to the moon in the 1960s, it employed the basic laws of physics to guide them in planning out each step along the way: the amount of thrust necessary to escape Earth’s gravitational pull, when and where midcourse corrections were needed, the amount of fuel necessary to land on the moon, the exact angle necessary for the spacecraft to reenter Earth’s atmosphere.

It is true that sometimes the system itself needs to be examined. A new claim can be so forceful it causes a reevaluation of the system. In general, the more established a system is, the more rarely this will happen. But it does happen on occasion. When it does, the system needs to be adapted to accommodate the new claim. For example, Christians hold to the reality of miracles, which many think violate the laws of physics. However, one way of thinking of a miracle is not as a violation of the laws of physics but as the interference of a supernatural agent on the laws. By analogy, persons often interfere with the laws of physics. If a person accidentally drops an object, the law of gravity takes over and the object falls to the ground. However, if the person catches the object before it hits the ground, then he or she has interfered with the law of gravity. Miracles can be seen as the actions of a supernatural agent who has the power to interfere with the laws of physics. Assuming the evidence for a miracle is strong, this is a case in which science needs either to adapt the system to allow for the new claim or rule out the possibility of a supernatural agent.

Pulling these different systems of beliefs together constitutes a worldview. The next chapter will address the importance of a worldview, but for now the definition of a worldview is this: a comprehensive system of beliefs that functions, first, as an explanation and interpretation of the world and, second, as an application of that system to the way people live and the values they hold. Philosophy builds worldviews.




CONTRASTING AND COMPARING PHILOSOPHY WITH OTHER DISCIPLINES


Along with defining and describing philosophy, a third way to get to know what it is involves comparing and contrasting it with other fields. To compare two things is to note their similarities, and to contrast them is to note their differences. People often use this method as a way to understand or explain something new. When they read a new book or see a new movie, they will often appeal to similar books or movies as a way to describe it to others: “It’s just like Star Wars but funnier.” This section examines three fields that are similar in many ways to philosophy but are also different enough to elucidate telling distinctions between them and philosophy.

Philosophy and religion. It is not always easy to draw a line between philosophy and religion. Some religions are very philosophical, especially Eastern religions such as Hinduism and Buddhism. But there are some general comments we can make. Philosophy and religion are similar in that they both search for the ultimate—that which has ultimate meaning and value, the one thing that unifies everything and from which everything finds its meaning and origin. Most religions refer to the ultimate in divine terms: God, Yahweh, Allah or Brahmin. Some of these religions believe God is a person, and some do not. But almost all religions believe that he or it is where the ultimate lies. Although some philosophers have given up the search for anything ultimate beyond our material world, much of the history of philosophy chronicles the quest for that which unifies all things. Philosophers often refer to the object of their search simply as the “ultimate.”

Where philosophy and religion often differ is in how they conduct that search. Religion usually appeals to some authoritative revelation to discover the truths about the ultimate. For Christians, it is the Bible. For Jewish believers, it is Torah and the Talmud. For Muslims, it is the Qur’an. Eastern religions appeal to a much broader range of writings. Most Buddhists appeal to the writings of Buddha as found in the Pali Tipitaka and the Mahayana Sutras as authoritative. Hindus appeal to two groups of writings: the collection of Vedas found in the Shruti, and a collection of epic poems referred to as the Smriti, the most well-known being the Bhagavad Gita. Different religions and different branches within religions place different values on these writings, but authoritative religious scriptures are usually an important part in understanding the ultimate.

In contrast, philosophy uses rational inquiry in attempting to understand the ultimate. Although there are many great philosophical books and treatises, none has assumed authority over the others. Generally, philosophers are suspicious of any book claiming to be authoritative. Christians may believe that the Scriptures are the inspired Word of God and may even have good reasons for believing so, but many philosophers will withhold judgment on such a claim, leaving it to each rational thinker to decide.32 For philosophy, the search for the ultimate is an exercise in critical reflection, not something one accepts because some authority claims it.

A brief comment on the relation between philosophy and theology is beneficial at this juncture. Broadly speaking, theology is the study of God. More narrowly, Christian theology critically examines the beliefs of the Christian community concerning the person and work of God. The source for information about God is his revelation of himself, which Christians generally divide into two types: general and special revelation. Scripture commends the significance of general revelation (Ps 19; Rom 1–2), but the primary and authoritative source for information about God comes from special revelation, especially the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments. The task of the theologian is to take the raw data as they are presented in Scripture and derive coherent theological concepts, principles and doctrines. Philosophical reasoning is one of the tools employed by theologians as they perform this task. A famous aphorism states, “Theology is the queen of the sciences, and philosophy is her handmaiden.” As we will see in chapter three, philosophy aids the theologian’s task in a number of ways.

Another difference between philosophy and religion involves a spiritual aspect not normally found in philosophy. Religion usually incorporates spiritual disciplines such as prayer, meditation and worship, often expressed through liturgical rites and ceremonies. One does not find this spiritual dimension in philosophy. Therefore, while religion may have many characteristics in common with philosophy, it would be inappropriate to claim religion reduces to philosophy or vice versa.

Philosophy and science. Philosophy and science are similar in that both try to understand reality in a methodical fashion. They both use observation and appeal to evidence to support their conclusions. They both derive criteria, hypotheses and theories that they apply to specific situations to discover truth about reality. Because of this similarity, some have tried to reduce philosophy to a science.

However, there are a couple of important distinctions that reveal the disciplines are not the same and that one is not reducible to the other. The first has to do with the extent of their search. Science generally examines that part of reality experienced with the senses, what we might call the physical world. Most of the empirical sciences, such as biology, physics and chemistry, deal with the relations between physical substances or elements. In fact, some scientists believe that all that exists is the physical reality of matter and energy, a belief called scientific naturalism. Many of these scientists also adopt a corollary epistemological view we mentioned earlier, scientism—the notion that scientific knowledge is the only kind of knowledge there is.

Although philosophy also has some things to say about the physical world, its field extends outside physical reality to what lies beyond and behind it. Philosophy asks, Why is reality the way it is? Why are there these laws of physics instead of other laws? Where did reality come from? Is it one thing or many unrelated things? Is there a meaning and purpose behind reality, or is it meaningless and without value?

A second distinction between philosophy and science is that science deals with first-order questions about reality, while philosophy deals with second-order questions about disciplines like science. This is part of the problem with scientism. The very claim that scientific knowledge is the only kind of knowledge is self-refuting because the statement itself is not a first-order scientific claim; it is a second-order philosophical claim about the nature and limits of knowledge. Philosophy deals with several second-order questions about the presuppositions and nature of science: What are its parameters and limits? What methods does it use to discover knowledge, and how does one demonstrate that these methods are reliable? Are scientific theories actual descriptions of reality or just explanations that function as a means to solve problems? Why does the universe operate according to these laws of physics, and how did this operation begin? What are the sufficient and necessary conditions for something to be scientific knowledge? These distinctions show that science and philosophy are not reducible to each other, yet they remain capable of fruitful dialogue.

Philosophy and art. Artists often use their medium to express philosophical ideas. This is one way that philosophy and art are similar. They often deal with similar topics as well. One of Vincent Van Gogh’s last paintings was titled The Wheat Field with Crows. The painting depicts a wheat field on a beautiful summer day in 1890. The wheat is golden yellow, blowing in the wind and just ripe for harvest. The sky is bright blue with a few white clouds. Three paths of green grass cut through the middle and two sides of the field trailing off to the horizon. If the description were to end here, one might be left with the impression that Van Gogh was painting a beautiful landscape. However, above all of this he paints thick black clouds obscuring a large section of sky. Flying throughout the wheat field are black crows devouring the wheat. Shortly after completing this painting, Van Gogh committed suicide. Experts explain, from what they can tell from his letters, that he had arrived at the belief that life is ultimately meaningless and absurd. People are born and grow in a beautiful world. But always hovering above and in the background are the pains and sufferings of life. Ultimately, people die, and that is all there is to human existence. Life is no more meaningful and has no more value than the wheat that is eaten by the crows. Philosophers have a name for this depressing view of life: nihilism. Van Gogh was capturing artistically what some modern philosophers promote. That is where art and philosophy overlap.
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