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The knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.


Proverbs 9:10 (NASB)


I want to know Christ and the power of his


resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by


being like him in his death, if somehow I might


attain the resurrection from the dead.


Paul the Apostle, Philippians 3:10–11


… that you may know the truth concerning the things


about which you have been instructed.


Luke the Physician, Luke 1:4


Support your … goodness with knowledge.


Peter the Apostle, 2 Peter 1:5




THE KINGDOM OF GOD


‘In no strange land …’


O world invisible, we view thee;


O world intangible, we touch thee;


O world unknowable, we know thee;


Inapprehensible, we clutch thee!


Does the fish soar to find the ocean,


The eagle plunge to find the air—


That we ask of the stars in motion


If they have rumour of thee there?


Not where the wheeling systems darken,


And our benumbed conceiving soars!—


The drift of pinions, would we hearken,


Beats at our own clay-shuttered doors.


The angels keep their ancient places—


Turn but a stone, and start a wing!


’Tis ye, ’tis your estranged faces


That miss the many-splendoured thing.


But (when so sad thou canst not sadder)


Cry – and upon thy sore loss


Shall shine the traffic of Jacob’s ladder


Pitched betwixt Heaven and Charing Cross.


Yea, in the night, my Soul, my daughter,


Cry, – clinging heaven by the hems:


And lo, Christ walking on the water,


Not of Gennesareth, but Thames!


Francis Thompson




Introduction


This book is about knowledge and about claims to knowledge in relationship to life and Christian faith. It is concerned, more precisely, with the trivialisation of faith apart from knowledge and with the disastrous effects of a repositioning of faith in Jesus Christ, and of life as his students, outside the category of knowledge. This is one result of the novel and politically restricted understanding of knowledge that has captured our social institutions and the popular mind over the last two centuries in the Western world.


Serious and thoughtful Christians today find themselves in a quandary about knowledge, on the one hand, and religious belief and practice, on the other. It is a socially imposed quandary. In the context of modern life and thought, they are urged to treat their central beliefs as something other than knowledge – something, in fact, far short of knowledge. Those beliefs are to be relegated to the categories of sincere opinion, emotion, blind commitment or behaviour traditional for their social group. And yet they cannot escape the awareness that those beliefs do most certainly come into conflict with what is regarded as knowledge in educational and professional circles of public life. This conflict has profound effects upon how they hold and practise religious beliefs and how they present them to others.


Those effects are most clearly seen, on the public stage, in the repositioning of Christian teachers and leaders during the last century. They have been left to preside over the rituals of one or another cultural sub-group that, from the viewpoint of received knowledge, is nothing more than a sociological phenomenon – an ‘opiate’ of certain people – having nothing to do with knowledge of a reality with which all human beings must come to terms. This means that Christian teachers are left in the position of trying to coax and wheedle people into professing things and doing things by some means other than providing them knowledge of reality – hoping, perhaps, for ‘divine lightning’ to strike their souls and bring them around.


The perceived gap between what is counted as knowledge and the offerings of Christian teachers is a reflection of the worldwide acceptance of the science and technology of the Western world, but not of the Christian framework of knowledge that gave rise to it. As Anglican theologian Lesslie Newbigin remarks, however: ‘No faith can command a man’s final and absolute allegiance, that is to say no faith can be a man’s real religion, if he knows that it is only true for certain places and certain people. In a world which knows that there is only one physics and one mathematics, religion cannot do less than claim for its affirmations a like universal validity.’1


A natural outcome of this felt tension between the central things Christians believe and what is accepted as knowledge of reality is the destabilisation of belief and practice. Belief as mere belief – ‘my personal opinion’, as we now ritually say – is already unstable in its own right. As Plato noted long ago, it tends to waver, to come and go, especially when concerned with the more abstract and ultimate issues of life.2 And that in turn makes character and action based on those beliefs hesitant and variable at best, unsuiting us for steady engagement with the realities (and disengagement from the non-realities) that we have to deal with. Steadiness in belief and practice then comes to depend upon mere willpower, often taking the form of encrusted close-mindedness or harsh dogmatism. Belief and practice are sustained at great price, if at all. The isolation of faith from knowledge is, accordingly, one major source of the painful difference between what people profess and how they act that is so frequently seen in Christian circles – but, to be accurate, also in humanity at large. This is often thought of as a failure of will or sincerity, but in fact it goes much deeper – it is a matter of whether will and choice are founded on knowledge or the lack of it.


This difficulty is not to be overcome by cultivating or manipulating feeling and emotions, by the practice of ritual or art, or by trying harder to believe and act as we think we should. ‘Just put your hands over your eyes and believe’, as some have said. Nor is it overcome by miraculous injections of divine inspiration and upholding from time to time. All of these may have some place. But the problems created by belief without knowledge, or belief in opposition to knowledge, cannot be dealt with in such ways. Belief cannot reliably govern life and action except in its proper connection with knowledge and with the truth and evidence knowledge involves.3


But, we now are bound to ask, is it possible to know the things you believe as a Christian? To what extent? And does it really matter whether you do or not? Doesn’t Christian faith automatically relegate you to an intellectual slum? Many – religious or not – deeply feel that it does. Some even think you should be proud of the slum. That is the status history has managed to hang upon faith. The relationship of religion to knowledge has become severely misunderstood and distorted over the last two centuries. In particular, it has become the accepted view that religion stands free of knowledge, that it requires only faith or commitment. In some quarters great faith has become equated with a belief or commitment that manages to sustain itself, with great effort, against knowledge – or at least with no support from knowledge. Faith is then regarded as essentially a kind of struggle. Some speak of the ‘lonely person of faith’ as an admirable but odd manifestation of heroic willpower.


In fact, such an interpretation of faith is only one part of the larger contemporary picture in which life and action are seen as fundamentally irrational – totally governed by feelings, traditions, force, ‘willpower’ and blind commitment. The significance of this picture for our contemporary life as a whole is profound. Like gravity in the physical realm, that picture pervasively influences and guides our thinking and acting – even without any specific awareness of it. In religion its effect upon practice is to restrict the foundation of devotion to will and feelings, with no thought that it is based, wholly or in part, upon knowledge of how things really are. In the social context it leads to mutual incomprehension between disagreeing parties, the inability to seek or find common ground, and suspicion, fear, contempt and hostility. These are now the persistent undertone of our society and especially of its political discourse, frequently involving religion.


This encompassing outlook on the Christian faith has never been better expressed than by the leading character, Charles Ryder, in Evelyn Waugh’s novel Brideshead Revisited:




The view implicit in my education was that the basic narrative of Christianity had long been exposed as a myth, and that opinion was now divided as to whether its ethical teaching was of present value, a division in which the main weight went against it; religion was a hobby which some people professed and others not; at the best it was slightly ornamental, at the worst it was the province of ‘complexes’ and ‘inhibitions’ – catchwords of the decade – and of the intolerance, hypocrisy and sheer stupidity attributed to it for centuries. No one had ever suggested to me that these quaint observances expressed a coherent philosophic system and intransigent historical claims; nor, had they done so, would I have been much interested.4





Within the context of such an outlook, individuals with standing in a particular professional field sometimes feel free, or even obligated, to cloak themselves in the authority of their area of expertise and make grandiose statements such as this by a professor of biological sciences:




Let me summarize my views on what modern evolutionary biology tells us loud and clear … There are no gods, no purposes, no goal-directed forces of any kind. There is no life after death. When I die, I am absolutely certain that I am going to be dead. That’s the end for me. There is no ultimate foundation for ethics, no ultimate meaning to life, and no free will for humans, either.5





Logically viewed, this statement is simply laughable. Nowhere within the published, peer-reviewed literature of biology – even evolutionary biology – do any of the statements of which the professor is ‘absolutely certain’ appear as valid conclusions of sound research. One trembles to think that an expert in the field would not know this or else would feel free to disregard it. Biology as a field of research and knowledge is not even about such issues. It simply does not deal with them. They do not fall within the province of its responsibilities. Yet it is very common to hear such declamations about the state of the universe offered up in lectures and writing by specialists in certain areas who have a missionary zeal for their personal causes.


Responsibility to logic and truth has slowly disappeared from our academic and intellectual worlds, over the last century, in response to the pressures of ‘mass education’ and the increasing dominance of ‘experts’. Aristotle, fairly viewed as the originator of the science of logic – though by no means one who brought it to completion – understood that ‘an educated man should be able to form a fair off-hand judgement as to the goodness or badness of the method used by a professor in his exposition. To be educated is in fact to be able to do this; and even the man of universal education we deem to be such in virtue of his having this ability.’6


People in the contemporary world rarely understand this any longer and are prepared to accept, or at least not to question, whatever an ‘expert’ or ‘professor’ says, especially if it matches up with what they want to be true or with what is fashionable. This is one of the sad effects of what is called ‘mass education’ and especially, at this point, ‘mass higher education’.


Around the middle of the last century C. S. Lewis, through his master devil, Screwtape, spoke of a ‘time the humans still knew pretty well when a thing was proved and when it was not; and if it was proved they really believed it. They still connected thinking with doing and were prepared to alter their way of life as the result of a chain of reasoning.’ No more! ‘What with the weekly press and other such weapons, we have largely altered that,’ Screwtape continues. He goes on to chide his underdevil, Wormwood, for trying to use argument to keep his ‘patient’ from the Enemy’s (God’s) clutches. ‘Jargon, not argument, is your best ally in keeping him from the Church. Don’t waste time trying to make him think that materialism is true! Make him think it is strong or stark or courageous – that it is the philosophy of the future. That’s the sort of thing he cares about.’ (Today, no doubt, we could substitute that it is ‘scientific’ or the result of ‘research’.) Screwtape goes on to warn Wormwood that ‘by the very act of arguing, you awake the patient’s reason; and once it is awake, who can foresee the result?’7


Lewis, I think, could hardly have imagined where the tendency towards ‘slogans’, which he notes, would have come by now. Today Christians and non-Christians alike stand within an intellectual atmosphere where politically dominated authority is the primary force at work, and almost no one any longer knows the meaning or application of non sequitur, ‘It does not follow’ (i.e. it is an unwarranted conclusion or assertion). An understanding of ordinary logic is no longer a required part of university degree courses, as was almost universally the case sixty years ago. Now, as a result, our world is full of uneducated people with higher degrees. They have no independent logical judgement and simply conform to what their circle takes to be the ‘best professional opinion’. Thankfully, there are rare exceptions.


The implications of this are ominous and vast for all of us. I am mainly concerned in what follows with the harmful effects of this smothering outlook upon sincere Christians. Make no mistake about it, this is an outlook that undermines the spiritual life of those who would follow Jesus Christ. These people usually get, whether they want it or not, precisely the ‘education’ that Waugh’s character mentions and that our professor of biological sciences proclaims as obvious; but they also long to live the life they see in Jesus himself and in his followers at their best. Such an ‘education’ and such a life are inconsistent. They cannot inhabit the same person. A life of steadfast discipleship to Jesus Christ can only be supported upon assured knowledge of how things are, of the realities in terms of which that life is lived. As in any arena of real life where knowledge is essential, infallibility is not required, of course, and numerous things to which ordinary Christians (or even lengthy traditions) have subscribed could be erroneous or, so far as their knowledge extends, groundless. Still, a steady life directed, in a communal setting, towards the good and right can only be supported within a framework of basically sound knowledge and understanding. This does not fundamentally change when we come to religion. Indeed, there it is more important than ever.


My hope here is to enable intellectually serious people, Christians or not, to understand the indispensable role of knowledge in faith and life. I also want to make it clear that there is a body of uniquely Christian knowledge, one that is available to all who would appropriately seek it and receive it – again, whether Christians or not. Like all knowledge of any complexity and depth, that body of knowledge does not jump down one’s throat, and no one can force it upon another. It has to be welcomed to be possessed. And because, in this case, it is essentially a knowledge of persons, it has the special characteristics and makes the special demands upon the knower peculiar to that kind of knowledge. But it is available, and available as knowledge, to those of normal human abilities who seek it in ways suited to its subject matter. When understood and accepted as knowledge, it is objectively testable – again, in ways suitable to its subject matter – and it lays a foundation for action and character that is unequalled for human good.


Though my main concern is for the unwarranted burden sincere Christians and Christian teachers find themselves under in the contemporary world of educational thought and practice, knowledge and the will to know, by their very nature, place one in the common arena of human life, in the ‘public domain’, as it is now called. That is one of the most important things about knowledge and the effort to know. It provides a meeting place for all who love and respect their neighbours. It encourages us to listen as well as speak, to learn as well as teach. Knowledge opens up possibilities and imposes responsibilities in the public arena. It is no longer just a matter of ‘my stuff’ against ‘your stuff’. When we step into its arena there is suddenly a ‘we’ and an ‘ours’. Instead of automatic deadlock, there is the possibility of joint inquiry. So, as I write here, I am speaking to every person and am responsible to every person.


For most of Western history, the basic claims of the Christian tradition have in fact been regarded by its proponents as knowledge of reality, and they were presented as such. You cannot understand the history of Europeans unless you understand that. Indeed, a similar point is to be made of all religions and their cultures. Religion as actually lived, not as some figment of the academic imagination, always claims to involve knowledge of how things are. That is of the nature of religion. One cannot seriously imagine the Buddha, for example, presenting his teachings merely as his sentiments, guesses, ‘personal commitments’ or a ‘leap of faith’. Nor did those who heard him and followed him understand him in that way. They understood him as conveying a true picture of profound realities, and as doing so on the basis of knowledge he had gained from his thought and experiences.8


The same is true of Moses, Jesus, Muhammad, and teachers from farther east. Contemporary teachers and leaders in religion may not put things that way. But you will notice they also do not have the power and influence of those who founded their religion. If the founders had spoken as they do today, the corresponding religions simply would not be here.


It is one of the curiosities of Western intellectual history that, during the last century or so, those with no serious involvement with practical Christianity – maybe totally ignorant of it or even hostile to it – have been allowed, under the guise of ‘scholarship’ or innovative thought, to define what religion is and to reinterpret Christian teachings in the light of their own biased definitions and purposes. This is now built into our educational system. Then, quite naturally, religion turns out to be something resting upon anything but knowledge, for if it turned out to be a matter of knowledge of reality, then our scholars, as ‘men and women of science and rationality’, would have to accept the knowledge and reality involved or else be counted as irrational themselves. Thus they present religion as an irrational projection or development of some sort – contrary to the inner nature of the religious consciousness itself.9


That approach is often combined today with the thought that the basic teachings of Christianity – the existence of a personal God, his intervention and direction in human affairs, the spiritual nature of human beings, the fundamental re-liability of the Bible and the central teachings of the Church, and so forth – have been discovered to be false or without credible evidence. In short, Christianity has been ‘found out’, and it is at best only a set of humanly contrived myths and traditions, if not an outright fraud. Many who have standing as scholarly spokespeople for Christianity promote that view.


Though the task of this book is to deal at length with main points involved in this general, secularist outlook, let us say immediately that the developments of modern thought have not shown the substance of Christian teaching to be false or groundless. There have been many discoveries, to be sure, but none producing that result, or even close. Modern discoveries, therefore, have not shown that Christianity’s central teachings do not or cannot form a body of knowledge accessible to capable and responsible inquirers. Certainly the currently prevailing myth of intellectual and academic life is that this has been shown. But myth making, as it turns out, is not the sole prerogative of religion. It is also a very active secular and academic pastime – and a human one as well; perhaps it is some kind of human necessity.


But, as we have noted, problems with the relationship between knowledge and Christian teachings and practice are posed not just by those who oppose Christianity or religion, but by those who advocate it. Religious people in the Western world now tend to be uneasy or suspicious about knowledge; they no longer see it as a friend, but, more likely, as an enemy. We begin, therefore, with some highly necessary clarifications of connections between knowledge and life. We hope to show the way in which knowledge is a friend of faith, essential to faith and to our relationship with God in the spiritual life.


I should alert readers to the fact that this is not a devotional book and that it will require considerable mental effort to understand. This lies in the nature of the problems to be dealt with. I have tried to ease the pain as much as possible. One result of the displacement of faith from knowledge, which we are dealing with in this book, is that many people now believe you do not need to think deeply and carefully to follow Christ. C. S. Lewis makes a very penetrating comment about this matter:




God has room for people with very little sense, but He wants everyone to use what sense they have. The proper motto is not ‘Be good, sweet maid, and let who can be clever’, but ‘Be good, sweet maid, and don’t forget that this involves being as clever as you can.’ God is no fonder of intellectual slackers than of any other slackers. If you are thinking of becoming a Christian, I warn you you are embarking on something which is going to take the whole of you, brains and all … One reason why it needs no special education to be a Christian is that Christianity is an education itself.10







1


Can faith ever be knowledge?


For it is the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.


Paul, 2 Corinthians 4:6


Are the central teachings of the Christian tradition things that can be known to be true if appropriately examined? Are they possible subjects of knowledge? Are there people who actually do know them to be true? Or are they things you can only believe or choose to commit yourself to, perhaps only profess? And does it really matter one way or the other? If so, why?


Consider just the Apostles’ Creed:




I believe in God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried. He descended into hell. The third day he rose again from the dead. He ascended into heaven, and sits on the right hand of God, the Father Almighty. From thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead. I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy Catholic Church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting.





This creed is widely regarded and used among Christians as an expression of belief or faith – and possibly of mere commitment or profession where genuine belief is lacking but wanted. But can we also know that what is expressed in these beliefs is true and real? And does it matter whether we know what they express or not? Wouldn’t it be enough to just believe them? That is often suggested. Mere belief as a heroic act – or even as the result of a miracle – might warrant God’s favour.


Of course, we can fail to know the articles of the creed – no doubt about that – and many people do. Just as someone might, for lack of appropriate application, fail to know the multiplication tables, the order of succession of American presidents or British prime ministers, or the capital cities of the world. If we don’t know those things, however, it is because of an omission on our part. We might believe them without knowing them, of course, but we also can come to know them if we make a point of it. With that everyone agrees. Not knowing them says nothing about the possibility or impossibility of knowledge of them, or about the advantages of knowing them instead of only believing them or being totally ignorant of them. Could the same be true of the Apostles’ Creed? Could it be true of the other central teachings of the Christian tradition?


These are important questions for how we live our lives. Almost everyone today is prepared to say that those teachings of Christianity cannot be things we know and that, in this respect, they are like the teachings of every religion. In much of the Western world we live under a social consensus that seems to require such a response. According to it, the teachings of religion are not possible subjects of knowledge. But we must not accept this conclusion without question, for its implications are of profound importance. They place the teachings of religion at a crushing disadvantage before all that passes for knowledge in our world. They relegate them to practical irrelevance and loosen any grip they might otherwise have on the understanding and direction of life. Is that really justified? Or is it a terrible mistake? The difference between belief and knowledge is huge and affects every area of life. Not having knowledge of the central truths of Christianity is certainly one reason for the great disparity between what Christians profess and how they behave – a well-known and disturbing phenomenon.


Knowledge, belief, commitment and profession


We must begin to rethink these matters by reflecting on what knowledge is. What is it to know, to possess knowledge of a certain subject matter? We cannot here plumb this question to its depths, but a working idea, derived from how we actually deal with knowledge in real life, is this: We have knowledge of something when we are representing it (thinking about it, speaking of it, treating it) as it actually is, on an appropriate basis of thought and experience. Knowledge involves truth or accuracy of representation, but it must also be truth based upon adequate evidence or insight. The evidence or insight comes in various ways, depending on the nature of the subject matter. But it must be there.


Knowledge in this sense is what we require of those in public life, professionals and leaders. We expect them to know what they are doing, to be right, but not just by guessing or luck. We might occasionally accept luck in a car mechanic – far less so in a brain surgeon or a government official – but even then only if it comes in a context of solid knowledge and steady practice based on it. Those professionals must not count on luck. You would not take your car to a garage that advertised itself as being lucky in making repairs. Luck cannot be the modus operandi. Knowledge brings truth and correctness under reliable control. That is what we need and want in real life, and what we regularly have. But how does that differ from belief?


Belief, by contrast, has no necessary tie to truth, good method or evidence. We can believe what is false and often do. Belief may arise from many sources. Children and others ‘catch’ beliefs from those around them. Emotions such as fear, hatred or love give rise to beliefs. In its basic nature belief is a matter of tendencies to act. It has a certain feeling tone to it in some cases, but to believe something involves a readiness to act, in appropriate circumstances, as if what is believed were so. Thus belief involves the will in a way that knowledge does not. If I believe I am low on fuel when driving, I will have an eye out for a petrol station and be ready to turn in and fill up if things seem right. If I believe I have plenty of fuel, on the other hand, my thoughts, feelings, tendencies and behaviour will be characteristically different. But of course I could be wrong either way and still believe. My fuel gauge may have gone wrong, or my friend, who loaned me the car, may have misinformed me about the need for fuel.


Similarly, if I really do believe in God, I will tend to act as if he exists. If I believe that the Bible and the Church are unique sources of reliable information about life and well-being, I will tend to honour them and give them careful attention, making them a part of my life. If I believe they are not, I will avoid them or even attack them.


But what about commitment? Is it the same as belief? Not at all. Commitment, made so much of today in religion and in life, need not involve belief, much less knowledge. You can commit yourself to something you don’t even believe. Commitment is simply a matter of choosing and implementing a course of action. We have that ability. It is part of what humans can do. Sometimes we have to act when we ‘don’t know what to do’ or even when we have no belief concerning what would be best. Time and circumstance are passing. A person lost in a forest may have no idea of which direction to take, but commit in action to one particular direction because the person knows or believes he or she must do something. Or an investment must be made now, for example, or a relationship engaged in. We then commit ourselves to a course of action, because we must do something. Or perhaps, on rare occasions, we wish to be arbitrary, to just have a fling and see what happens. That is how we board a roller-coaster.


At an even greater distance from knowledge is profession. Sometimes people profess to believe things they are not even committed to. They may do this just to fit into a social setting. Throughout history, and still in some places today, professing to believe things they don’t believe, or even things they are committed against, has been the only way for people to save their lives or avoid great harm. This was true of Jews and Muslims in Spain at one time and is true for Christians in many parts of our world today. Professing to believe has, sadly, played a large role in the practice of religion. It has profoundly stained our understanding of what religion is. Some people seem to profess belief in God ‘just in case’ there is a God. But they neither are committed to nor believe in the idea that God exists.


Why knowledge matters


With these distinctions before us, we can see how important the answer is to the question of whether religious or other teachings are subjects of knowledge. It makes a huge difference in the conduct of life and for human well-being. Knowledge, but not mere belief or commitment, confers on its possessor an authority or right – even a responsibility – to act, to direct action, to establish and supervise policy, and to teach. Circumstances will modify this from case to case, but it is in general true. Knowledge also confers upon belief and action a stability and communicability that other sources of action do not. This is because knowledge involves truth: truth secured by experience, method and evidence that is generally available.


And that explains why we want leaders, professionals and others we rely upon to know what they are doing, not just to believe or feel strongly about it. We trust them on the assumption or the hope that they know their area of expertise, even if we are mistaken about them in a given case. Beliefs, commitments, feelings, traditions and power do not confer on them the same right and authority as knowledge does, even if those things sometimes happen to coincide with a correct outcome. We are still aware that those sources of action might have been wrong and that they lack any basis that ensures their rightness – especially, any basis that can be shared and openly evaluated in fair inquiry by those affected. Clearly, our belief (trust, confidence, faith) in those who guide or help us assumes that they have knowledge. If they lack the knowledge assumed, they are disqualified, even if they remain in a position of service or power.


It is a mistake to think of belief simply as knowledge manqué, as something that falls short of knowledge or is deficient knowledge. Belief does not ‘turn into’ knowledge, though we sometimes come to know what we previously only believed. Rather, belief and knowledge are different kinds of things with different roles in life. Belief does not necessarily disappear when knowledge comes. Of two people who share a belief, one can also know what they both believe, and the other not. This is typical of teachers and students or of experts and non-experts in a given area. Certainly we often believe what we do not, and perhaps cannot, know. We would be in a pretty pickle if we could not do that, for knowledge is not always available to guide action when we need it. But it is less widely recognised that we sometimes do not believe what we know. For example, most people who take part in the Lottery know they will not win. They will not win, and they have good evidence that they will not. They may refuse to consider the evidence or to hold it before their mind. Yet they are prepared to act as if they might win. In wagering they are irrational and irresponsible. Human life is full of such self-delusions.


And that explains why gambling is morally wrong. It is not a morally admirable practice, but just the opposite. Rational and responsible persons will not do it. (We have a duty to be rational. It is a virtue.) And it also explains why the gambling industry presents itself as ‘entertainment’. It wants to disguise what it really is. When you gamble, according to it, you are just ‘enjoying yourself’ or having a fling. But rational and responsible people are those who strive to base their beliefs and actions upon their knowledge.


We must not overlook this when thinking about the relationship between knowledge and belief, and between knowledge and Christian faith. It is desirable to base our beliefs on knowledge wherever possible. Knowledge stabilises true belief and makes it more effectual for good as well as more accessible and shareable. We cannot understand this if we are thinking of belief as only a preliminary to knowledge, one that disappears when knowledge arrives. Ideally, knowledge is the basis of belief, and, when it is, it gives the belief a very different bearing upon life. Knowledge is a basis for belief, the very best basis, but belief is not a basis for knowledge or even a constituent of it. Thus we come by the idea of mere ‘head knowledge’ – it is knowledge without belief, and perhaps it is mere profession.


Religion always presents itself as based on knowledge


The central teachings of the Christian religion, such as those of the Apostles’ Creed, were from the beginning presented and accepted as knowledge – knowledge of what is real and what is right.1 That is why they had the transforming effect they did on a world dead set against them. Indeed, the biblical tradition as a whole presents itself, rightly or wrongly, as one of knowledge of God. Then, within that overarching context of knowledge, there do arise specific occasions of faith and commitment to action extending beyond what is known, but still conditioned upon the knowledge of God. Consider the biblical stories. When, for example, Abraham left his homeland and went out ‘not knowing’ where he was going, he did so because of his knowledge of God and of God’s constant care in his life. He did not do it wondering whether God existed or was with him. The same was true of his willingness to offer up his son Isaac. The very ground of his actions in faith without specific knowledge was precisely overarching knowledge of his God, who spoke to him and acted in his life.


The same is true of Moses when he went in faith to deliver the Israelites from slavery, and of David when he went into battle against Goliath. Moses, according to the texts, is given conclusive evidence that God is with him – evidence he also can present to others (Exod. 3–4). David actually cites, to those who doubted his ability, the experiences and the knowledge that enabled him to believe he could conquer the giant (1 Sam. 17:34–37). Over and over in the Old Testament the explanation of events in human history is that humans may know that Jehovah is the living God.2 An act of faith in the biblical tradition is always undertaken in an environment of knowledge and is inseparable from it.


We can never understand the life of faith seen in Scripture and in serious Christian living unless we drop the idea of faith as a ‘blind leap’ and understand that faith is commitment to action, often beyond our natural abilities, based upon knowledge of God and God’s ways. The romantic talk of ‘leaping’, to which we in the Western world have become accustomed, actually amounts to ‘leaping’ without faith – that is, with no genuine belief at all. And that is actually what people have in mind today when they speak of a ‘leap of faith’.


The biblical stories know absolutely nothing of blind ‘leaps of faith’, as that phrase is now understood. Such ‘leaps’ are a pure fantasy imposed upon those stories and upon the religious life by the prejudices and tortured turns of modern thought. The result has been to undermine the foundations of faith in knowledge and to leave the teachings of Jesus and his people (along with those of all other religions) hanging in the air, with no right or responsibility to direct human life. That also explains how many people can now say, ‘All religions are equal.’ What is meant is that all religions are equally devoid of knowledge and reality or truth. In fact, however, no known religions are the same; they teach and practise radically different things. You only have to look at them to see that. To say they are all the ‘same’ is to disrespect them. It is a way of claiming that none really matter, that their distinctives are of no human significance.


Alvin Plantinga is one of the most highly regarded American philosophers of recent decades. In virtue of his research and publications, no one today has clearer insight into knowledge and belief than he does. He rightly points out that knowledge is an essential element of Christian faith, and he dismisses the common assumption that one can only believe that God exists, but cannot know it. He remarks: ‘The Bible regularly speaks of knowledge in this context – not just rational or well-founded belief. Of course, it is true that the believer has faith – faith in God, faith in what he reveals – but this by no means settles the issue. The question is whether he doesn’t also know that God exists. Indeed, according to the Heidelberg Catechism, knowledge is an essential element of faith, so that one has true faith that p only if he knows that p.’3


The language of the New Testament documents is starkly clear on the centrality of knowledge to following Jesus. It even defines or describes eternal life as knowledge. Jesus speaks of the eternal kind of life he brings to his people: ‘And this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent’ (John 17:3; cf. 1 John 1:1–5; 2:3; 4:7–8, 13). We shall have much more to say later on about this knowledge that is the eternal kind of life. But for now we only recall the ringing declarations of Paul: ‘I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings’ (Phil. 3:10; all italic in scriptural quotations has been added by me), and ‘I know the one in whom I have put my trust’ (2 Tim. 1:12). Or consider the carefully laid out passage in 2 Peter 1:2–3: ‘May grace and peace be yours in abundance in the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord. His divine power has given us everything needed for life and godliness, through the true knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness.’ Shortly afterwards we are told to support our ‘goodness’, or virtue, with knowledge, as disciples of Jesus (v. 5). Then the admonition is given at the end of this letter to ‘grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ’ (3:18). The assumption is that we have knowledge of him and that it can and should continually grow. The book now in your hand is devoted to an examination of this assumption in the context of modern life and thought.


But what is true of Christianity in its inception and history is true of other religions as well. They all present themselves as providing knowledge of what is real and what is right. To think otherwise is to falsify the very nature of religious consciousness and religious life as well as the claims of the particular religions. If religions only called people to ‘faith’ or commitment (or profession!) as those are now generally understood, they would have no claim whatsoever on the attention of humankind. Instead, they offer – whether they are right about it or not – knowledge of certain profound truths, and they call people to act on the basis of that knowledge.


The ‘enlightenment’ of which Buddhists speak, for example, is offered as knowledge, as passing beyond the false beliefs and passions engulfing the usual human existence and grasping ultimate reality. The Buddha promises knowledge of how things really are. Your belief or ‘faith’ is, after all, just a fact of little interest about you, but your knowledge, or claims thereto, puts you in a larger context that involves the public. Indeed, one can hardly imagine a religion offering itself on the basis of mere belief or commitment. Why would anyone imagine such a thing? Well, as it turns out, there is a good answer to that question.
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