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How Might We Know That There Is a God?
Charles W. Allen


This is not a question any of us can approach without investing something in the outcome. I have maintained, in good company, that all knowledge of God is situated within a confessional starting point.  In other words, what finally inclines us to belief or skepticism is the set of truths we confess to have claimed us most radically.  I call them “truths” because their claim on us is so pervasive that we can’t help living by them even when we wonder about them (practically speaking, in other words we consider them to be true).  If that set includes truths that assert or imply the reality and/or presence of God, then we may find reflections like the following helping to clarify just why these truths belong to that set.  If that set doesn’t include such truths, reflections like these may prove interesting but not very persuasive.  Perhaps what we need more than arguments, then, is more honest soul-searching about just what truths really do claim us most radically. (For more on this, see www.cts.edu/Forms/Encounter/553CAllen.PDF.) 

Christians start by confessing some rendition of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, something like the following: in Jesus Christ God’s communion embraces each and every one of us just as we are and draws us to embody that communion here and now.  I consider this to be among the truths that claim me most radically.  But it doesn’t stand alone.  In fact, I wouldn’t be able to confess this truth apart from other comparably radical truths that make the existence of something like what we Christians call “God” at least entertainable.  (All of these truths have of course been influenced by my upbringing in a twentieth-century Christian-American heritage.)

Individual Testimonies

By “testimony” I mean what many people mean when they appeal to experience. That’s because I’m convinced that there are no uninterpreted experiences, not any we can share anyway. We’re still standing within a confessional starting point. This is my own account, which I once shared in an e-mail to a student:

Every once in a while something happens that makes each of us say, if you’ll forgive the expression, “Holy shit! I’m really going to die!” And the inevitability of death is one of those things that places a great question mark over our whole life. That’s where faith gets challenged, but it’s also where faith gets renewed. 

For me, even as a child, it prompted me to look at the utter uniqueness of my life with renewed amazement. It prompted me to realize how inexplicable it was that I happened to be here. It prompted me to wonder if everything I had been taught about life’s meaning was a joke. And then it prompted me to realize that, no matter how many questions I still had, my life was too great a mystery to be extinguished by death. It also prompted me to realize that other people’s lives were just as mysterious, and that together we were all sharing in an even greater mystery that defied simple description. And for some reason, that’s always kept me going.

You may be familiar with that quote from Friedrich Nietzsche: “In some remote corner of the universe, poured out and glittering in innumerable solar systems, there once was a star on which clever animals invented knowledge. That was the highest and most mendacious minute of ‘world history’—yet only a minute. After nature had drawn a few breaths the star grew cold, and the clever animals had to die.” (“On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense,” http://www.geocities.com/thenietzschechannel/tls.htm) Without discounting the brilliance of his work (especially that essay), I have to say that I just can’t believe that story, not because I’m afraid to, but because I’m too “possessed” by the conviction that our lives are involved in a much bigger and more inviting mystery than the accidental, pointless emergence and extinction of “clever animals.” Why should any of us, even for a moment, take seriously that there’s no more to our lives than this? If others find Nietzsche’s little story compelling, I’m happy to listen to what they might say in its favor. I’m just admitting that, when I’m fully “in touch” with the mystery of what it is to be here, I find myself tone-deaf to that story.

Note how vague this testimony is: reflecting on the uniqueness my life, the seeming inexplicability of being myself and nobody else, seems to connect me to a mystery that seems greater than Nietzsche’s account of the pointless emergence and extinction of clever animals. People could agree with everything I’ve just said and still not consider themselves believers in a “Judeo-Christian God.” But I could speak more specifically out of my own faith community as well. I seem to find myself connected to that same mystery, or something very similar, when I celebrate or receive the Eucharist (aka the Lord’s Supper), especially when I remember St. Augustine’s account: “Your mystery is laid on the Table of the Lord, your mystery you receive … Be what you see, and receive what you are” (Augustine, Sermon 272, trans. Darwell Stone, in James F. White, Documents of Christian Worship [Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1992], p. 192). But that experience is unfamiliar even to many Christians, especially those who insist that all they’re doing is commemorating something that happened long ago. So it often takes longer for me to convey what I’m getting at here.

I think a confessional starting point is also the best standpoint from which to view more generalized arguments from “religious experience,” arguments from “design” and “moral” arguments.  So I’ll introduce those here.  Later we’ll move on to more abstract arguments.

A More General Argument from Religious Experience
1. Religious people, many have argued, tend to agree on this: in our everyday existence we can sense a more elusive reality that ultimately enables and sustains our everyday existence (however threatening it may sometimes seem).

2.  So we may presume, barring decisive explanations to the contrary, that such a reality exists.

This is really a more generalized appeal to a confessional starting point.  It claims to have found a common thread in the otherwise diverse testimonies of religious people worldwide.  Such a general account adds something, but what it adds is just as subject to further dispute as anything we’ve considered so far.  I do find the claim to have found a common thread plausible up to a point, as long as we remember, again,  that there is no such thing as an experience (not one we can report, anyway) prior to some culturally conditioned interpretive scheme.  


The claim ceases to be plausible when people conclude that this must therefore be the essential message of every religious tradition.  It could very well be part of almost any religion’s essential message, but all religious traditions seem to start from much more specific convictions which make this alleged common thread somewhat tangential.


However widespread such testimonies like these are, we cannot prove that they are not illusory.  (In fact the likes of Marx, Nietzsche and Freud have produced intriguing arguments to show that they are indeed illusory.  But I don’t find those arguments any more decisive than the presumption that what we sense to be there really is there.) We have to decide whether to trust these testimonies, and if so, which of them we should trust more than others.


Let’s look now at what seems to me to be a fairly plausible version of an argument from design (though it can also be viewed as a moral argument).

An Argument from Design
1. We have no reason to regard creatures like us as cosmic accidents; we intelligent, purposive, moral beings are as much a part of nature as anything can be.  

2. So we must conceive of the ultimate source and ground of our existence in a way that makes intelligent, purposive, moral beings like us a natural consequence of whatever influence we must otherwise attribute to it.

This seems a plausible line of reasoning.  But while it’s a healthy reminder, it doesn’t take us very far.  It’s so innocuous that a skeptic like David Hume appeared to have no quarrel with it, nor would John Dewey (who actually argues along these lines).  So it hardly establishes that the ultimate source and ground of our existence is itself purposive, intelligent, moral etc., but only that it cannot be utterly alien to those characteristics.  Put more positively, ultimate reality is at least remotely supportive of personal and moral characteristics.  That may not be much, but it’s not nothing either.
A Related Moral Argument
1. It is pragmatically incoherent for us to take seriously a commitment to truth for truth’s sake if we also presume that reality is ultimately such as to make that commitment look silly. 

2. So, again, we must conceive of the ultimate source and ground of our existence in a way that makes that commitment look natural.

As Charles Hartshorne remarks, “Those who out of loyalty to truth are compelled to confess truth not to be worthy of loyalty are in a strange case” (Beyond Humanism [Lincoln, Ne.: University of Nebraska Press, 1968], p. 56).  But this does not of itself answer the question, “What would reality ultimately have to be like in order to make intellectual honesty look worthwhile?” This argument reminds us that rationality involves a moral commitment to truth for truth’s sake. I don’t see how we can get “behind” that commitment to find some sort of “deeper” grounding for rationality.  That we should be rational is thus another of those truths that claim us most radically. 


It’s now time to look at more abstract arguments.  These are in a way more ambitious, but since they’re so sweeping in scope they also tend to be a bit confusing.  So far we’ve been looking at arguments from a confessional starting point.  It could also be called a pragmatic (i.e., practical or rhetorical) standpoint. It turns out that many of the more abstract theistic arguments become more plausible if recast in terms of the pragmatic inescapability of a conceptual network in which the existence of certain kinds of “things” must be presumed in order even to ask a question about what’s really out there.  Then one argues that one sort of “thing” presumed by any such network turns out to have enough of the relevant “great-making” properties to be identified with the God we Christians worship.


The point here is that we cannot divorce the question of God from the question of the most fundamental concepts by which we currently make sense of everything we notice.  After all, believing or not believing in God is not like believing or not believing in the Loch Ness monster.  For to disagree over the Loch Ness monster’s existence is simply to disagree about one more thing in the universe.  But to disagree over God’s existence is to disagree about the very structure of the universe itself. (See S. Stephen Evans, Why Believe? Reason & Mystery as Pointers to God [Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1996], p. 22.)


As we’ll see, the ontological argument recast in these terms epitomizes what I’m indicating here, as does the whole “Anselmian” approach to the concept of God (which identifies God—correctly, I think—with the being greater than any other conceivable being).  In pragmatically conceptual terms this is not (as some charge) a matter of leaping from a “subjective” or “internal” concept to an “objective” or “external” reality, since that distinction is itself pretty thoroughly relativized.  The move instead is from conceiving of certain most basic categories to acknowledging that in practice we cannot consistently regard categories that basic as empty.  In a sense, then, the move remains subjective, though I suggest that it may provide us with all the objectivity we’ll ever need or hope to gain.
So-called cosmological arguments (or arguments from contingency) can also be recast in these terms.  Here are examples:

A Pragmatically Conceptual Cosmological Argument
In any currently conceivable conceptual scheme:

1. Possible transience implies necessary permanence, or, if something can be transient, then something must be permanent.

2. Something can be transient.

3. So something must be permanent, i.e., there is a necessarily permanent being (or if “being” sounds too loaded we can substitute “instance of reality”).

This presumes that any currently conceivable conceptual scheme will contain notions like possibility, actuality, necessity, transience and permanence.  Possible transience is, incidentally, an identifying characteristic of contingency.  A contingent being, according to most definitions, is one that might not exist (even if it happened to exist always).  That makes it possibly transient.


Whether there is a necessarily permanent being that also possesses the right variety of great-making properties to be recognized as God awaits further development.  But note: Necessary permanence is greater than possible transience, actual transience, necessary transience, or merely actual permanence.  So necessary permanence must be attributed to the being greater than any other, so long as it does not conflict (and it seems not to) with a still greater property. Furthermore, a necessarily permanent being must coexist with all other possible and actual beings, and this must also be said of the being greater than any other.  But that does not make them the same unless there can be only one necessarily permanent being.


There is another version of the cosmological argument that takes us a little further.  This follows from recognizing that a wholly contingent being cannot be the most inclusive instance of reality.  This argument however, leans toward a “panentheistic” concept of God.  Panentheism is the view that everything is included in God.  Unlike pantheism, it still maintains that God transcends the world, but not in a way that makes God separate from the world.  For some this is a controversial position, so the following argument is likely to raise as many issues as it aims to address.

A Pragmatically Conceptual Cosmological Argument

(With Panentheistic Leanings)

1. We cannot conceive of a partly inclusive instance of reality without distinguishing it (conceptually) from a fully inclusive instance. 

2. So if we affirm that a partly inclusive instance of reality exists, then we must also affirm that a fully inclusive instance exists.

3. We do affirm that a partly inclusive instance of reality exists.

4. So we must also affirm that a fully inclusive instance of reality exists.

5. We must conceive of this fully inclusive instance of reality as including all other actual and possible instances to the extent consistent with their “otherness.”

6. Such an instance also corresponds to the being greater than any other we can conceive (and under either description there can be only one of these by definition).

The move from 5 to 6 will of course be objectionable to theists who reject panentheism (though many classical theists never rejected it outright, in light of Acts 17:28: “In him we live, move and have our being”). To the objecting theist the panentheist will want to ask how a being that is not fully or maximally inclusive of all others could conceivably be greater than one that is.  (The panentheist is assuming here that the following principle is a pragmatically inescapable conceptual truth: given two things distinct from each other, either both of them are included by a third thing or else one of the pair includes the other.  Is there a conceivable alternative to this?)


The panentheist may still have problems, however.  The concept of a fully inclusive instance of reality turns out to be at the very least puzzling.  Does it make any more sense than the idea of the greatest number?  (There can’t be one, by definition.)   That may depend on how we understand “fully inclusive.”  Process theologians, for example, might insist that “fully inclusive” be understood dynamically and open-endedly.  While I believe that’s a possible move, I suspect that such a concept is more paradoxical (or dialectical?) than most process theologians realize.


This brings us finally to the ontological argument.  (The word “ontological,” incidentally, is a bit misleading.  “Ontology” usually means a theory of “being” or reality.  There doesn’t seem to have been any compelling reason to use the term for this argument.  Others have called it a “modal” argument.)  There is a version of that argument that most philosopher agree is defective.  Let’s instead look at a version that’s harder to refute


This version of the argument was first noted by Charles Hartshorne and later given wider billing by Norman Malcolm (who never acknowledged Hartshorne’s role in its “discovery”—the jerk).  It rests on the difference between existence and necessary existence (or existence in every conceivable situation).  The following version is once again recast in pragmatically conceptual terms.


A Pragmatically Conceptual Ontological Argument
1. God, by Anselm’s definition, is the being greater than any other being we can conceive.

2. A being that exists in every situation we can conceive (i.e., every “possible world”) is greater than one that does not.

3. So we must affirm that such a being exists in every situation we can conceive.

4. Our actual situation (or “actual world”) is one that we can conceive.

5. So we must affirm that this being exists in our actual situation.

6. We must also attribute all other “great-making” properties to this being, insofar as we can conceive of a single being possessing such properties all at once.

7. By so proceeding we may expect (though not over-confidently) to arrive at the concept of a being whose description corresponds sufficiently to our idea of God. (Though we’ll have questions about this as long as there is disagreement about it among people we take to be roughly as reliable as we are, or more so.)

It seems to me (today, anyway) that this argument does pretty well indicate that we cannot coherently deny the existence of the being greater than any other we can conceive, unless of course that property should itself turn out to be incoherent.  This is not a proof of God’s existence, however, as long as step 7 is open to debate (and it most assuredly is).  But it still gives each of us a very good reason to consider belief in God a live option so long as we are convinced that all the other “great-making” properties essential to our idea of God can be attributed to this being.  And we don’t have to wait for everybody else to agree with us before becoming convinced of this ourselves, so long as we are open to hearing any reasons they may have for disagreeing with us.


We can draw together all the threads of this pragmatically conceptual, Anselmian approach by looking at them all as contributing to what I have elsewhere described as “cumulative conditions” for believing in “that than which no greater can be conceived.”  

Cumulative Conditions for Believing in God (or Some Other Ultimate Reality)


However you understand “that than which no greater can be con​ceived,” you will have no reason to regard it as anything but real, practically speaking, insofar as the following conditions are met:

A. Coherence (internal and external)

1. You can offer some account of it which seems sufficiently coherent (at least not self-contradictory).

2. The account does not contradict the most reliable information you presume to have about your less-than-ultimate surroundings.

B. Significance
1. The account provides a context in which certain aspects of your experi​ence seem less puzzling than otherwise.  (Arguments from “religious experience,” a sense of “creaturehood” or contingency or moral obligation or purposefulness in the universe, etc. are all pertinent here, though not decisive.)

2. The account makes the realization of your most inescapable values more con​ceivable than otherwise.  (Your most inescapable values are those whose realization seems implied, however vaguely, in your very willing​ness to assess any values at all. Again certain moral arguments are pertinent here, though again, not decisive.) 

3. The account encourages more willingness to assess your beliefs than other​wise.

C. Communicability
1. You are encouraged (if not satisfied) by the extent to which the account can be shared with other reliable people, especially by other pertinently reliable people.  (Reliable people are simply any people whose judgments you might in any way rely upon in other matters.  Pertinently reliable people are any people whose judgments you might rely upon in other sufficiently related mat​ters.)

2. You are encouraged (if not satisfied) by the extent to which the account can be embraced by such people.




Each of these conditions should be thought of as strands braided together into a rope, instead of links in a chain.  With links in a chain it doesn’t matter whether they are linked together or not if there is even one weak link.  But when individual strands in a rope may not be strong enough by themselves to support the weight they’re needed for, they may still be strong enough that, when braided together, they can provide the needed support.  This is what is meant by a cumulative case.  [See C. S. Peirce, Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, ed. Charles Hartshorne and Paul Weiss, 6 vols. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1931-35), 5:264; Basil Mitchell, The Justifi​cation of Religious Belief (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981; Donald Wayne Viney, Charles Hartshorne and the Existence of God (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1985).] 




Many critics of theistic arguments insist that you can’t combine these conditions in this way.  Antony Flew dismisses the attempt as the “ten leaky buckets” strategy.  It’s obvious that if you hold one leaky bucket under another the water will still run out, and it won’t help to keep adding more leaky buckets. But what Flew doesn’t consider is that you might be able to fit the leaky buckets together tightly enough that all the leaks would be blocked (as long as the holes don’t overlap).  That is what the defender of the cumulative approach is claiming we can do.




As might be expected in light of previous disclaimers, here, too, there is no tidy formula which would allow you to achieve wide agree​ment on either the extent to which each of these conditions is being met individually, or the extent to which they together support an overall judgment.  Questions of such basic importance never have been settled without ongoing controversy and probably never will be.  Still, while it’s important to stay in conversation with people who disagree with you, there’s nothing to keep you from making up your own mind about this.  In fact, you can’t avoid it: if you believe these conditions are satisfied, you in practice already do affirm the reality of “that than which no greater can be conceived.” And you might as well live accordingly!
