Essay 3 – Philosophy of Religion.

The Rationality of Religious Belief.
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Introduction.

In this essay I will discuss the nature of religious belief and where its rationality lies. I will look at whether belief is based on knowledge or understanding; whether it stems from intellectual arguments or whether it precedes rationality and reason or through an emotional response to our experience of the world. I will look closely at the traditional arguments used to justify a belief in God as I discuss whether they can ever be used to bring an impartial inquirer to a theistic belief or if they are instead better suited to deepening the religious understanding of someone who already has a theistic belief. I will discuss whether the arguments for the existence of God are essentially a priori concepts as Kant claims (1781, p.406), proceeding from a position where the existence of God is already something conceivable.

I will look at what the best methods are for approaching a subject like religious philosophy and the basis of theistic belief, whether a naturalistic or scientific approach which claims that reality only consists of those elements studied by the physical sciences is preferable or whether we should approach the subject from a relativist perspective which argues that a belief system can operate according to its own epistemic standards or whether there should be a kind of meeting in the middle of methods where we take analytical evidence into consideration whilst considering our natural inclination towards religion based on our own epistemic experiences and attitudes. I will address the philosophy of both Hume and Kant whilst looking at the enlightenment critique of metaphysics and whether the claim that knowledge about God is essentially out of man's reach presents a problem for rationalising theistic belief. I will also look at the philosophy of Blaise Pascal, his wager argument and whether it is possible for someone to voluntarily come to believe in God without the use of reason. This idea of cultivating belief through the attending of religious practices like prayer, for example, will feature as a part of my argument as I assess the distinct relationship between the strength of belief and the attendance of religious rituals and the immersion in religion in general.

Before I proceed it is also necessary for me to make a distinction between a pure religious belief and dogmatic religious belief where religion is followed blindly without sufficient reason but rather a justified, reasonable belief in God that comes from deep within and is able to stand up to scrutiny. Kant defines dogmatism as

the presumption that it is possible to make any progress with pure knowledge, derived from (philosophical) concepts, according to the principles which reason has long been in the habit of employing – without first inquiring in what way and by what reason has come into the possession of these principles. Dogmatism is thus the dogmatic procedure of pure reason without previous criticism of its own powers (1781, pp.23-24).

So in contrary to dogmatic belief I will look at belief where due attention and criticism has been paid to the principles of reason. I will argue that in exercising reason we must inquire how we have come into possession of its principles. I will also consider whether in relation to providing a rationality for a belief in God it may be necessary to surpass the idea of gaining 'pure knowledge' in favour of a kind of understanding not derived from reason at all but from our inner passions, and if we should rather attempt to assure that the principles of reason stem from an observation or experience of the world that is common among mankind which may indeed be a cause for our inner passions. I will discuss whether we should neglect the use of reason altogether and therefore avoid any sort of arguments to rationalise a belief in God, or if we should use reason and arguments to justify a belief in God, but use them cautiously with regards to the enlightenment critique of the use of pure reason and ensure that the use of arguments and reasons stems from an experience and observation of the world that is common among theists or people with theistic capacities.

Method.

In order to determine the nature of theistic belief it is necessary to first look for the most efficient method by which to do so. According to Aristotle the way we should approach certain philosophical questions should be suited for that particular subject: 'Our discussion will be on the right lines if it illuminates things in a way that is appropriate to the subject-matter in question' (350BC, Bk.1, Ch.3). If we apply this idea to looking at questions about philosophy of religion it may be the case that as we are not dealing with actual evidence or data more light can be shed on the nature of theistic belief if we consider a more imaginative, symbolic approach over a strictly analytical or naturalist approach.

Some philosophers distinguish these different approaches as different modes of cognition. Eleanore Stump in her book Wandering in Darkness shows concern about a current trend in analytical philosophy which disregards the insights associated with the creative, right-side of the brain when it comes to areas like philosophy of religion and moral philosophy which deal with the important moral and spiritual challenges we face in life. Stump refers to recent studies in neurophysiology and psychology which suggest that the left brain is concerned with our logical and analytical abilities whilst the right brain deals with more intuitive and creative capabilities. According to Stump, when dealing with these challenging questions we must be aware of the sorts of insights associated with the right-side of the brain and can not 'suppose that left-brain skills alone will reveal to us all that is interesting about the world' (2010, pp.24-25). I agree with Stump that there are certain moral and spiritual questions like the existence of God which are not about knowledge based on evidence and therefore we must use our more intuitive and creative capacities.

In a similar train of thought Anthony Kenny claims that, '[p]hilosophy is not a matter of expanding knowledge, of acquiring new truths about the world; the philosopher is not in possession of information that is denied to others. Philosophy is not a matter of knowledge, it is a matter of understanding, that is to say, of organising what is known' (2006, p.14). This shows how philosophy of religion is not necessarily concerned with increasing our knowledge like the more strictly scientific and empirical disciplines are, but with increasing and developing our understanding of the world. When we focus on the idea of increasing our understanding it becomes clear that we must seek a more creative and synthetic approach as when dealing with questions about God it seems that we must allow our human passions, emotions and deepest intuitions to play a role in the discussion. In the philosophy of religion unlike the more empirical disciplines we are not dealing with scientific data, facts or arguments which can tell us objective truths about the world like the proof of the fact that water is denser than oil must be accepted after witnessing such an experiment. Therefore in agreement with Stump and Kenny we must utilise our more emotional capacities when discussing philosophy of religion.

This however is not to say that we should neglect our reason and intellect and pursue questions in the philosophy of religion from a purely theistic standpoint which claims that we should discuss questions about God within the traditions of a given faith. This sort of view is known as 'internalism' and is held by the religious philosopher Alvin Plantinga who argues that although the criteria for what he calls 'properly basic belief' must be tested by a relevant set of examples, there is no reason to think that everyone will agree on these examples. Plantinga argues that for a theist the criteria of 'properly basic belief' does not need to conform to the examples of atheists and that the christian community is accountable to its own examples (1983, pp.16-93). I disagree with Plantinga that philosophy of religion must be conducted from a strictly theistic perspective as there must be some sort of universal constraints to which knowledge must conform otherwise we have a danger of bordering on the realm of private subjectivity thus limiting our understanding of the world.

So it seems to be the case that when discussing the rationality of religious belief we should seek a method that takes into account the capacities of both the left-brain and the right-brain, that is a method which does not disregard the analytical side of the brain, but takes into account our natural intuitions towards religion. The left side of the brain is able consider the validity of any claims whilst the right-brain is able to act as a kind metaphorical pole-vault in which our imagination may enable us to vault over the abyss towards the unknown (Nicolas of Cusa, cited by Cottingham, 2014, p.44). In discussing the rationality to religious belief it is necessary to appeal to the imaginative and creative capacities in a way that provides a philosophically sound rationality to a belief in god that withstands analysis. 

Traditional Arguments For the Existence of God.

In this chapter I will look closely at the traditional arguments for the existence of God as I argue that they are rarely able to bring any rational non-believer to a religious belief but are useful in strengthening and shedding light on the already existent faith of theists. As many of the arguments involve inferences and proceed from various kinds of evidence they cannot be seen as purely demonstrative. In many of the traditional arguments for God the emphasis has been put on inductive forms of reasoning as opposed to demonstrative or deductive forms and therefore the conclusions may not always be accepted as opposed to the example above with oil and water which proceeds from an empirical position where the results of the argument must be accepted.

I will start by giving a brief outline of the traditional arguments for the existence of God. First I will look at the ontological argument as most famously stated by Anselm in Proslogion which seems to proceed from a priori position, relying on no experiential data or evidence. This argument claims that there must exist in reality a being which is defined as 'that than which nothing greater can be thought' (1077, chs.2-3). Anselm's argument was put forward as a proof for the existence of God and clearly his belief did not depend on it but preceded it. This being the case the argument proceeds to show that disbelief is incoherent, meaning it was intended not only to solidify someones already existing belief but also to convince those who did not already believe in God. In Anselm's argument however he is clearly begging the question as he opens his argument by addressing God directly, 'I will not attempt, Lord, to reach your height, for my understanding falls so far short of it. But I desire to understand your truth just a little. The truth that my heart believes and loves' (1077, ch.1). It is because of this that the argument instantly fails as a way of persuading the non-believer towards belief as Anselm does not commit to any objective truth or feature of existence but to a position where God is already conceived of and the accepting of the premises depends on already being in the same theistic position as Anselm.

I think that most religious believers would willingly admit that the ontological argument had little or no role in them turning to God and there were in fact other stronger more immediate factors which played a role like some overwhelming experience in the natural or human world. As I claimed previously however it is highly possible that this argument plays a role in shedding light on the content of already existing faith as Anselm highlights the power and greatness of God in a way that puts the theist in a humble position where they seek to understand God further and to achieve a greater understanding of the already conceivable or apparent 'truth' that the 'heart believes and loves' (1077, ch.1). In some way then this 'truth' that the 'heart believes and loves' can be seen as some kind of evidence in itself as this undeniable feeling or intuition towards God can surely not be dismissed as a part of the evidence.

I will next discuss the cosmological form of argument for the existence of God as most famously stated by Thomas Aquinas in Summa Theologie. This argument reasons that as nothing comes into creation without a creator or a cause then the universe and everything in it must also have a creator or a cause. This argument begins from observations of the external world around us, inferring the presence of that 'which all men call god' (Aquinas, Part 1, Qu2, art 3) and which everything else depends from the features of the universe, like contingency and causality. It is not clear with this argument why there must be an initial creator to the universe and also why this source must be God as opposed to something else like natural phenomena. This argument makes the leap from the universe being contingent (which can be easily accepted) to it being necessary that there is a source or creator of everything, being God. As with the ontological argument, the cosmological argument does not compellingly provide any reason for someone to believe in God as the creator of all things but it does however carry some persuasive or solidifying force for the theist in illuminating the contingency of the universe and the natural world with God as source of everything.

The next argument I will discuss is the teleological argument which comes from the greek word teleos meaning purpose or function. This argument holds that God is the original designer and creator of the universe and that the ingenuity of some intricate object of human design like the watch is surpassed by the intricate contrivances of the universe. This is by far the most appealing of the arguments as such analogies between natural and manmade designs can clearly be drawn as we see purpose and function in both. We however have no reason to suppose that like the watch the intricacies of nature must have a creator. Again it seems to depend on the subjectivity of our individual experiences in life which permit us to see the world in this way as it is possible to accept the purpose and function of the universe without holding that this function of the universe points to God as creator. So belief precedes any argument of this kind, where belief is justified through external features of our universe.

So for theists to whom it is already obviously apparent that like the watch the intricacies of the universe also have a creator this argument may shed light on the content of their faith as it emphasises the beauty and harmony of the universe which is reflective of the creative power of God. For the rational non-believer however this argument presents little persuasive force for converting to religious belief as it infers (as does the cosmological argument) that the same causal patterns, principles and relationships which occur in the world of empiricism and experience occur beyond the natural world and transcend into the supernatural. So in accordance with Kant's quotation about the scrutiny of the principles of reason used in the introduction, our reasoning must undergo a certain criticism upon which it may be the case that the starting point for our reason should stem from experiences and observations in the phenomenal world without transcending these observational patterns like causality and contingency into the supernatural realm. We should also seek to take an approach which takes into account our emotional response to the world. This brings us nicely to the next chapter in which I discuss the enlightenment critique of metaphysics and possible problems this posses for these kinds of arguments.

The Enlightenment Critique of Metaphysics.

In this chapter I will discuss the enlightenment and its critique on metaphysics as I focus particularly on the philosophy of Immanuel Kant and to a lesser extent David Hume. The enlightenment can be seen as a break from metaphysical speculation as it claims that our knowledge and ideas cannot surpass our experiences and observations. I shall argue that despite the problems that the enlightenment seems to initially pose for the use of the above arguments appealing to reason, which however construed aim to justify, support and also shed light on the content of belief, from it actually arises a solution which provides a rationality to belief which appeals to our deepest human desires and inclinations and a use of reason which is rooted in the phenomenal world.

Both Hume and Kant were concerned with highlighting the limits of speculative reason as they claimed that our human minds cannot gain knowledge which attempts to transcend beyond the phenomenal world. As the idea of God which is commonly understood obviously transcends the phenomenal world by definition this results in speculative metaphysics with regards to arguments arguing for the existence of God being essentially futile. Kant says that the arguments are 'concluded from a priori concepts alone' and that they 'soar beyond the world of sense by the mere might of speculative thought' (1781, p.406). Kant invokes an analogy of a man on an island, called the 'land of truth' which is surrounded by 'a wide and stormy ocean, the region of illusion' which 'while constantly deluding him with vain hopes, engages him in dangerous adventures, from which he can never desist, and which yet he can never bring to a termination' (1781, p.205). Kant goes on to say that we must 'ask ourselves... whether we cannot rest perfectly contented with what it contains, or whether we must not of necessity be contented with it, if we can find nowhere else a solid foundation to build upon' (1781, p.205).

It seems then that any rationality or justification for religious belief cannot be found in the 'wide stormy ocean... of illusion' but must be grounded within the region of understanding which is the phenomenal world where we can build a 'solid foundation' of 'truth'. This is an interesting metaphor as it does not claim that this 'dark and stormy ocean' is empty, and Kant clearly has some conception of a possible space beyond those limits. It does however carry normative power as it suggests that we should be content to find the fundamental reasons for belief and the foundations of belief to be grounded within the physical world. To refer back to the quote by Nicolas of Cusa previously where he claims that the imagination can be used as pole to vault towards the unknown, this can be used to extend Kant's metaphor to enable us to pass safely over the 'stormy ocean... of illusion' and gain some truth of the unknown. Of course there is always a danger of falling in and this is where the analytical side of the brain must be utilised. With this extended metaphor it is also important to note that the pole or the imagination must still be in contact with the 'land of truth' meaning that completely detached, relativist approaches are in danger of approaching the realm of private subjectivity and therefore we should not neglect imaginative speculation altogether but should be careful to maintain that it keeps a foothold on the 'land of truth'.

Hume who is considered to be more of a sceptic claims if his philosophy 'makes no addition to the arguments for religion, I have at least the satisfaction to think it takes nothing from them but that every thing remains precisely as before' (1738, p.251). Similarly to Kant, Hume claims that any arguments should stem from our observations and experiences in the physical world and any metaphysical discussion of religion is inconclusive (1738, p.250). This essentially puts the theist and the atheist on equal footing when it comes to arguing for or against the existence of a supreme being as neither side is able to provide any conclusive evidence either way. Science being rooted in the phenomenal world can not tell us what lies beyond that world any better than speculative metaphysics is able to. The rationality of religious belief then must come from a meeting in the middle where we acknowledge our imaginative capacities whilst allowing that they must meet certain analytical criticism whilst applying to universal constraints.

Kant also writes in his Critique of Pure Reason that his critique of metaphysics actually benefits religion as it shows 'that all objection urged against [theists] may be silenced forever by the Socratic method, that is to say, by proving the ignorance of the objector' (1781, p.22). As Anselm humbly noticed it seems that as our understanding falls so far short of the supernatural all we can do is to seek to 'understand... just a little' (1077, chs. 1 and 2) so we should not seek to demonstrate the existence of God through arguments which attempt to demonstrate a proof or knowledge of God's existence but should use more intuitive approaches which appeal to our emotional and passional tendencies in order to understand this undeniable phenomenon that is religion. Kant who held a firm belief in God (1781, p.529) aimed to make philosophical space for that belief, however insisted that it could not be an object of knowledge: 'I must, therefore, abolish knowledge, to make room for faith' (1781, p.21). This shows religion as something that again, stems from our passional tendencies and our universal human longing for understanding. As philosophers of religion we should take this similar, humble approach and be content to gain whatever understanding of God or the reason for a belief in God that it is possible to gain through an observation of the empirical moral features of our world.

As I have argued previously, in attempting to discuss the nature and rationality of belief we must, as Kant says, pay attention to that

feeling which exists in the breast of everyman, that the temporal is inadequate to meet and satisfy the demands of his nature. In like manner, it cannot be doubted that the clear exhibition of duties in opposition to all the claims of inclination, gives rise to the consciousness of freedom, and that the glorious order, beauty, and providential care, everywhere displayed in nature, gives rise to the belief in a wise and great Author of the Universe (1781, p.22). 

According to Kant religious belief stems from our deepest intuitions, emotions and feelings as opposed to being something that can be shown or clarified through speculative reason. Here Kant does put forward some sort of argument for the existence of God that seems to be a sort of moral development of the teleological argument as it looks at the patterns and order of good in the universe and the feeling of duty towards these good actions and from them sees some sort of purpose or function.

Bringing the categorical imperative into play Kant claims that this 'gives rise' to a belief in God. So in this argument it seems that after putting the starting points of Kant's reasoning under scrutiny we can see that they stem from an observation and experience of the physical world whilst taking into account our human natures and our deep rooted duty towards goodness. In contrast to the teleological argument which infers that the same causal patterns, principles and relationships which occur in the world of empiricism and experience occur beyond the natural world and transcend into the supernatural, Kant's moral argument claims that God is the source of goodness and relies on no analogy but simply attributes the objectively good features of our universe to God. In a sense that we have no distinguishable reason to do certain moral actions over another yet good moral-properties contain this built in action-guiding force, this argument is convincing as it provides a source to this unexplainable goodness in the universe. I will refer back to this type of moral argument in the next chapter as I discuss the queerness of moral properties and how certain good actions have this 'compelling, action-guiding force... this categorical, built in 'to be doneness'' (Cottingham, 2009, p.40) and the claim that God provides the best explanation to their objectiveness.

I will end this chapter by saying that the religious philosopher should not disregard the enlightenment and proceed as if metaphysical speculation regarding arguments for the existence of God are justified but should accept that the reasons and justifications for religious belief should be found through an observation of the fundamental features of our world. It is clear that both Hume and Kant are keen to expose the limits of knowledge but not the limits of reality. Therefore religious belief must be grounded in faith as mentioned by Kant in the passage quoted previously, that with regards to religion he had to eradicate knowledge in order to make room for belief. So it seems that in accordance with the principles of the enlightenment that we cannot gain knowledge of things that transcend the phenomenal world, we should seek to gain an understanding about religion through our inner passions and intuitions which stem from an observation of goodness in the world whilst maintaining a foothold in the world of logic and truth.

Belief Without Reason.

In this chapter in looking at the nature of religious belief and the question of where its rationality lies, following on from the previous chapter I will look at the possibility of a purely voluntary faith which relies on no intellectual arguments and instead of reason and rational discussion looks at religious belief like a step into the unknown. Contrary to Anselm's view looked at earlier which begins from a position of faith and then seeks to understand and justify it, the arguments looked at in this chapter do not seek to justify this faith further using reason. As seen in the previous chapters the traditional arguments involving reason and metaphysical speculation are futile and cannot be rationally defended and therefore this faith in the unknowable may present us with a way forward.

Firstly I will look at the philosophy of Blaise Pascal and his wager argument. In Pensées Pascal argues that either God exists or he doesn't and since reason is unable to decide either way we must make a practical choice, taking into account what our interests are. Pascal also claims that this decision does no injury to your reason either way. The choices are as follows; If you bet on God's existing and it turns out that he does exist then you gain infinite happiness; whilst if it turns out that you are wrong you lose nothing (although a wasted lifetime devoted to religious belief could be seen as a loss); then if you bet on God's not existing and it turns out that you are wrong and he does exist then you miss out on everlasting happiness whilst gaining nothing if you are correct (except perhaps a lifetime not spent on futile religious practices). Pascal accepts that you cannot just voluntarily cultivate belief purely based on benefits, but you can voluntarily bring yourself to religious belief indirectly through the attendance of religious rituals etc (1670, no. 233).

J. L. Mackie is sceptical about Pascal's idea of indirectly voluntary belief and claims that it goes against his previous claim that to bet either way on God's existing is to do no damage to ones's reason as to deliberately make oneself believe through an immersion in religious practices is to do damage to ones reason (1982, p.202). I disagree with Mackie that to deliberately make oneself believe is to do damage to one's reason as Pascal clearly states that this is a matter of letting your passions decide based on numerous factors, one of which being benefits. You could also reply to Mackie's objection by claiming that this is in fact what happens when people attend religious rituals such as church. Perhaps someone would like to be able to believe and find themselves un-swayed by any metaphysical or rational arguments and then upon attendance at church for example, through its general ethos and pathos begin to find normative reasons for a belief in God and they continue attending church in order to develop those reasons and therefore increase their belief. There is also more to Pascal's idea of religious belief based on benefits than Mackie allows as this surely provides some reason for belief as a religion which had very little or no benefits provides very little reason to 'bet' on it and devote your life to it.

Kierkegaard in his book Concluding Unscientific Postscript makes an even more pronounced move from reason to faith than Pascal. He distinguishes between 'objective' and 'subjective' ways of raising the question of truth; 'When the question of truth is raised in an objective manner, reflection is directed objectively to the truth, as an object to which the knower is related'; 'When the question of truth is raised subjectively, reflection is directed subjectively to the nature of the individual's relationship; only if the mode of this relationship is in the truth, the individual is in the truth even if he should happen to be thus related to what is not true'. He distinguishes between someone who prays regularly in the house of God and has a true conception of God in his knowledge, but prays in a false spirit, with one who, living in an idolatrous community, prays with the entire passion of the infinite, even though his eyes do not rest on the image of God; 'The one prays in truth to God though he worships an idol; the other prays falsely to the true God, and hence worships an idol' (1846, pp.177-182). 

What matters to Kierkegaard is not the truth or falsity of the belief but the nature of the believing relationship. He also speaks of someone who embraces an uncertainty with the passion of the infinite'. So according to Kierkegaard religious belief is about embracing the uncertainty with our passional tendencies. Kierkegaard presents an idea of purely voluntary faith which relies on no intellectual support and spurns intellectual criticism; 'Faith constitutes a sphere all by itself, and every misunderstanding of Christianity may at once be recognised by its transforming it into a doctrine, transferring it to the sphere of the intellectual' (1846, pp.177-182). I disagree with Kierkegaard's extreme subjectivist view that religious belief should not seek to be justified by intellectual arguments as we should apply some form of analytical, left-brain skills otherwise we have the danger of approaching private subjectivity and relativist approaches which operate within their own standards. Kierkegaard presents religious belief as something that is essentially irrational that is not about the analysing any principles of reason and would surely be see by Kant as potentially dogmatic.

Kierkegaard wrongly makes the claim that either the person is in a position of faith and therefore is not interested in the determination of the truth or the person is not in a position of faith and therefore also not interested in the determination of the truth and therefore rational discussion of theism is futile. It is not necessary to make the connection that religious discussion is impossible because of the fact that belief precedes any rational discussion or thought. What we can take from Kierkegaard however is what he says about the essence of the believing relationship and how it is about faith and is not an intellectual decision. This emphasis on the nature of the believing relationship presents belief as something that comes from passional tendencies and cannot be justified using reason or intellectual arguments. This may be the case however we can still seek to find some rationality or reason for this faith. In seeking to find the rationality for belief we must balance the intellectual and the emotional, focussing on our passional tendencies and our common desire for moral understanding whilst allowing that there must be certain universal constraints like not appealing to abstract metaphysical theories or explanatory theories depending on the workings and contingency of the world.

A Possible Way Forward.

In this chapter I will apply what we have learnt in the previous chapters to presenting the best and most philosophically sound rationality to religious belief. Firstly from looking at the different methods and ways of approaching such a question as the nature of religious belief and where its rationality lies we have seen that there needs to be a sort of meeting in the middle of methods as we pay attention to the left and right brain and utilise both our emotional and analytical capacities. It seems that as philosophy of religion is more about the development of understanding through experience and observation rather than the acquiring of knowledge through analytical experiments we should utilise our emotional tendencies to try to elicit some sort of common understanding of the world. We should also not neglect the left brains ability to analyse and make sense of these emotional tendencies and also ensure that we do not border into the realm of private subjectivity. We have seen that the traditional arguments for the existence of God are rarely able to bring an impartial enquirer to a theistic belief however are useful in shedding on light on the content of theistic belief. In attempting to rationalise religious belief we should ensure that our arguments are grounded in and stem from a common experience of the phenomenal world.

Our discussion of the enlightenment reinforces this idea that any understanding about God cannot be gained from metaphysical speculation and assuming that the same causal patterns, principles and relationships which occur in the world of empiricism and experience occur beyond the natural world and transcend into the supernatural. From looking at the idea of religious belief without reason we can see that religious belief may be cultivated in someone with the capacity for belief like Pascal claims, perhaps someone who prays with the passion of the infinite, even though his eyes do not rest on the image of God like in Kierkegaard's example. With reference to Kant's above quote about religious belief stemming from the 'feeling that exists in every man' it is possible that belief may be cultivated due to a change in perspective bought on by an immersion in religious practices. This change in perspective may involve seeing the good-making features or properties of our world in a way that rationally 'gives rise to the belief in a wise and great Author of the Universe' (Kant, 1738, p.22). We have also seen that benefits must play at least a small role in the discussion whether we are talking about the benefits of an after-life or the spiritual benefits that come from religious belief as these benefits are ingrained in this human longing for goodness. From Kierkegaard we have seen that theistic belief is not an intellectual decision and precedes rationality. This does not entail however that discussion of theism is futile as he claims and in doing so in the manner so far described in this essay we begin to gain an understanding about religious belief that relies on a shared human experience and observation of the phenomenal world which cannot be philosophically denied its rationality.

Following on then from the previous chapters we should seek to rationalise theistic belief through the observational features of the phenomenal world, using our intuitive and emotional capacities to appreciate the natural duty towards goodness and beauty to explain where the rationality for theistic belief lies. It is necessary to focus on the nature of the believing relationship to see that it is one of faith not based on truths or knowledge but on a certain way of seeing the world that allows goodness to be ascribed to God. Religious faith may be seen as a leap into the unknown and seeing the world in this way certainly requires some faith to begin with and as Kant did may involve abdication of knowledge in favour of faith however still provides the best way of approaching a subject that is so ingrained in our nature.

John Cottingham in Why Believe?, suggests that 'the deep and widespread yearning of the human spirit for truth, beauty and goodness cannot be dismissed as irrelevant to the question of evidence, since such a yearning seems to be part our human nature, and is hence one of the phenomena that any rational belief-system must accommodate in one way or another' (2009, p.31). Similarly to Kant's view looked at previously Cottingham claims that this 'yearning can be explained away as an aberration – a yearning without an object – or whether it points us towards something like a traditional theistic conception of an eternal source of truth, beauty and goodness, a source towards which we are drawn as the goal of our yearning' (2009, p.32). Again in the same train of thought as Kant and his claim that from our inner passions arises a kind of universal sense of duty which suggests purpose and function in the universe, Cottingham claims; 'By choosing such actions, and continuing to choose them, we conform to an intelligible, rational pattern that a being of surpassing love and benevolence intended for us' (2009, p.32). Cottingham acknowledges that believing this may be partly a matter of faith but it also 'reflects a more coherent and compelling conception of the nature of goodness than anything else that is on offer' (2009, p.32). This provides a rationality to religious belief that relies on our own experiences and observations as opposed to relying on inferences between the phenomenal world and the supernatural.

Cottingham's argument about the non-contingency of morality provides a valid explanation for the source of goodness whilst also providing the best explanation of the nature of belief and its foundations as he aligns religious belief with this human yearning for goodness. I still do not think that this argument can be successful in converting a non-partial inquirer to a theistic belief as I think that there must still be a capacity for belief to begin with and as Cottingham acknowledges believing this may still be a matter of faith. I think however that Cottinghams's and similarly Kant's arguments provide the best explanation for religious belief for people with these capacities and provide the best explanation of the basis and rationality of religious faith.

To validate this argument it is necessary to investigate Cottingham's claim that the objective good in our universe points to God as source. Firstly I will address a clear obstacle to this argument which is the claim made by Mackie that moral properties are different from other properties as they have this built in 'to-be-persuedness' and have a 'queerness' about them. The 'queerness' of this supposed reason-giving force is taken as reason for concluding that genuine objective moral-properties do not exist and are just a projection of our own preferences. According to Mackie the transition from “There is a stranger writhing in agony before me” to “I have a reason to help” involves institutional facts, not brute facts. This is quite a radical view however this claim that moral-properties are a projection of our own preferences does not actually conflict with the idea that there are objective moral-properties which need explaining as it is these very objective preferences that need explaining, and that Cottingham sources to God.

There are clearly objective-categorical imperatives when it comes to good or bad actions, like the relieving of suffering and the inflicting of suffering for example. It seems that, which ever way these moral properties are looked at, whether they are simply a projection of our own preferences or if they carry this metaphysical, reason-guiding force, there is something that needs to be explained. If these moral properties are merely a projection of our own needs and desires then why is it that we have these desires and preferences that align with what is good. Why is it that there can be seen a general preference of good over bad throughout mankind (and also some mammals) in a universal way. It does also seem to be the case that contrary to Mackie, there are some categorically good actions which have this reason-guiding force regardless of our own preferences. This can be explained by showing that there is a clear link between an action having a certain empirical property and its being objectively right or wrong and therefore this argument is valid in arguing for god as their source. Mackie writes that “to say that [objective properties] are intrinsically action-guiding is to say that the reasons that they give for doing or for not doing something are independent of that agent's desires or purposes” (Mackie, 1982, p.115). Here what Mackie is denying actually seems to be the case. In accordance with Kant and also Cottingham I believe that these intrinsically action guiding moral properties do exist.

Mackie denies that there can be objective categorical-imperatives and that there is no objectively categorical reason to help someone in pain. I believe that there are certain objective humanitarian instincts and intuitions regarding suffering and the relieving of suffering and also pleasure and pain and our empathy towards others in this position that provide an objectively categorical reason to do them. This point can be developed by comparing how someone who gets pleasure from inflicting pain does so because of the fact that they enjoy it and they also do it knowing that they (presumably) would not appreciate the same being done to themselves, and also someone who relieves someones pain due to a yearning towards doing what is good and an objectively categorical intuition of what is bad. We can see that in both these example there is an objectively categorical reason to do or not do a particular action as one involves doing an action that goes against the humanitarian inclinations for goodness by doing an action that they would not like returned in order to fulfil some hypothetical desire whilst the other involves the relieving of something they would not like done to themselves (but not necessarily because they would not like it done to themselves) for no other reason than the brute fact that suffering is a bad moral property. Contrary to Mackie these reasons stemming from our emotions are brute facts not institutional ones and are independent of the agent's desires or purposes.

Interestingly Mackie concedes that if there were such a thing as moral objectivism and that goodness is not just a manifestation of our subjective preferences then this could serve as a valid argument for the existence of God: 

If we adopted moral objectivism, we should have to regard the relations of supervenience which connect values and obligations with their natural grounds as synthetic; they would then be in principle something that a God might conceivable create; and since they would otherwise be a very odd sort of thing, the admitting of them would be an inductive ground for admitting also a god to create them. There would be something here in need of explanation and a being with the power to create what lies outside the bounds of natural plausibility or even possibility might well be the explanation we require (Mackie, 1982, p.118).

Mackie states however that this cannot be used to show that there is a god only that moral-objectivism presupposes the existence of a god and therefore it may serve to causally produce and maintain theistic belief but not to rationally support it. Mackie goes on to say that this essentially makes objective moral values miracles. I disagree with this statement as there is nothing about moral objectiveness that goes against the laws of nature and moral objectiveness can shown to exist by showing what it is about right and wrong actions that make them so like I have done above. I think contrary to Mackie, that Cottingham's above argument succeeds in rationally supporting theistic belief as it provides a valid explanation for the source of objective moral goodness, which Mackie acknowledges if exist could conceivably be created by God. Surely something that can be conceived and also has an objectively applicable framework cannot be irrational. It is not the case that something has to be a matter of knowledge in order for it to be rationally defended. I also think that Mackie's argument underestimates our passional tendency towards goodness and religion.

With regards to objections claiming a belief of this nature is irrational due to the problem of moral evils, I think if we focus on the moral values that are observed and experienced on a daily basis we can see the good certainly over-rides the bad. Also wrongs are met with abhorrence and disgust by the general population again showing that moral properties even if just a reflection of our own preferences do certainly have this objectively-categorical to be done-ness to them.

I will now briefly look at the concept of Occam's razor which claims that the simplest solution is the most likely and whether it can be applied to philosophy of religion as is done by Richard Swinburne to claim that the universe coming into existence by the hand of God is the simplest solution to its existence and therefore it is also the correct one (Swinburne, 1993, pp.263-290). I disagree with the use of Occam's razor in the case of God being the most likely cause to the universe, however it seems that with objective goodness we can apply Occam's razor to explain the strangeness of these moral properties and why we continually choose good actions over bad ones. As Mackie acknowledges, if these objective moral properties exist (and I have claimed they do) then there is something that surely needs to be explained and the existence of a beneficent creator as the source of goodness provides a valid explanation to the categorical built in persuaded-ness of good actions.

Conclusion.

In conclusion we have seen that questions in the philosophy of religion should be approached from a position where we seek to gain understanding through more intuitive approaches and as Cottingham writes in Philosophy of Religion-Towards a More Humane Approach, 'the job of philosophy is precisely to seek always to develop and enrich our understanding of what the truth involves, instead of resting content with rigidly defined blueprints for how philosophical inquiry must proceed' (2014, p.23). The philosopher of religion must analyse the human condition and investigate the variety and nature of humanity and therefore avoid restrictive and relativist approaches. Human cognition is more fluid than is implied by crudely scientific models and it is this 'complex interplay between commitment and withdrawal, affirmation and doubt, yielding and resisting', '[t]his continuing dynamic process of human learning and cognition' that Cottingham describes as being 'at the very core of rational inquiry, and there is no compromise to our rationality involved in giving ground, in trying out a position, in opening ourselves to new possibilities' (2014, p.23). So in contrast to Mackie there is no reason to think it irrational to acknowledge with wonder and awe, the profound mystery of the universe and the human pull towards what is good, and from this to see some divine creator as source. This is after all the legitimate role of the philosopher of religion, not too attempt to put forward explanatory hypothesise of the universe, or engage in metaphysical speculation but rather too gain meaning and understanding through acknowledgment of our experience of said mystery and wonder.

So any understanding we gain of the supernatural must come from imaginative approaches which analyse our emotional relationship with the phenomenal world and in accordance with Aristotle 'illuminate things in way that is appropriate to the subject matter' (350BC, Bk.1, Ch.3). Pascal, in Pensées speaks of the 'hidden God' who a belief in could not be attained through reason however claims that there are 'signs' that point us towards an awareness of God, available however 'only to those who seek him with all their heart' (1670, no.427). For this reason there is no reason to restrict our methods for such a discussion to the analytical intellect. This also shows belief as something that comes from our passional tendencies and can be rationalised through seeking out 'signs' in the phenomenal world through our creative and intuitive intellects.

It seems to be the case that religious belief requires a willing interest or disposition for belief on the part of the believer. This is emphasised by the Pascalian thought that God provides 'enough light for those who desire to see, and enough darkness for those of a contrary disposition' (Pascal, 1670, no.149). So it seems to be the case that religious belief can be cultivated in those with a previous disposition towards theism. A belief in God relies on a certain way of seeing the world, which sees the non-contingent good-making features of our universe as being ascribable to God. So contrary to Mackie's view that to cultivate a belief in God through actively immersing oneself in religious practices and seeking God is to do injury to one's reason, the rationalisation of religious belief can be seen to involve cultivating an emotional response to our world. It is the case then that the rationality for belief can be found through recognising in accordance with Kierkegaard that often belief precedes the use of reason but this is not to say that we cannot seek to understand the nature of this belief through addressing and probing the human condition. It is also the case that this belief that precedes reason may stem from the awe and appreciation of the world in people with this religious disposition in a subconscious way and therefore it makes sense to rationalise religious belief in this way.

This is not to say that because religious belief may depend on having a capacity for belief and that it may be precede reason we cannot seek to find some rationality for it. I have argued that the traditional arguments are not sufficient in turning someone towards belief or even providing a rationality for belief as they involve inferences from various kinds of evidence and rely on the assumption that the same patterns that occur in the phenomenal world transcend into the supernatural. The kind of moral arguments presented by Kant and Cottingham however may be responsible for someone with a religious disposition coming to religious belief. This disposition seems to rely on an alignment between the way someone sees the world and their experiences and its consistency with their conception of what a God might be. It is because of this that people may come to a theistic belief through a life changing event which changes their view of the world, or through their concept of God changing to coincide with their worldview. 

The rationality for religious belief must stem from our inner desires, passions and intuitions and as belief precedes any intellectual arguments we must focus on the good-making features of our world and from objective goodness and the normativity of moral values and our emotional responses from this. As Cottingham claims: 

We are taken beyond our own inclinations or endogenous attitudes to something higher and more authoritative. No matter what you or I may feel about cruelty – even if there are those who develop a taste for it – it remains wrong, wrong in all possible worlds. And no matter how disinclined you or I may be to show compassion, the goodness of compassion retains its authority over us and demands our admiration and our compliance, whether we like it or not (2014, p.62).

I agree with Cottingham that there are objective-categorical imperatives that have this built in 'rightness' or 'wrongness', and with Kant that 'the clear exhibition of duties in opposition to all the claims of inclination, gives rise to the consciousness of freedom, and that the glorious order, beauty, and providential care, everywhere displayed in nature, gives rise to the belief in a wise and great Author of the Universe (1781, p.22). It may not the case that upon intellectual consideration of the strangeness of moral properties and goodness that belief can be rationalised, but through the simpler, passive and more subconscious way of responding with a sense of duty to the goodness and beauty of the world which can be aligned with a beneficent creator. This creates a way of rationalising religious belief that is grounded in the phenomenal world which appeals to our passional natures and addresses the fundamental and real features of our existence.
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