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Course Plan

• April 3
• Defining Religion
• Contemporary problems in the philosophy of religion

• April 10
• Adventures in natural theology
• Proving (and disproving) the existence of God
• Critiques of Religion

• April 17
• Exploring faith and knowledge
• Can we know religious objects or must we have faith?
• Fideism and the Wager

• April 24
• The challenge of religious diversity
• Other critiques of religion (ex. feminism)
• Religious Liberty
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Are religious statements verifiable?
• Swinburne: religious statements (at least some of them…) can be verifiable

• We can predict, for instance, that a world created by God will exhibit various kinds of 
orderliness. It seems, therefore, that some religious statements should be in a good a 
position to satisfy the standards of literal content set up by the empirical verification 
principle.

• What would count as verification of the following?
• “God is love.”
• “Jesus is the son of God.”
• “There is one afterlife.”
• “There are many afterlives.”
• “Love is a smoke made with the fume of sighs.”
• “There is only matter and energy in the universe.”
• “The limits of my language mean the limits of my world.”

3

“God is love.”
“Jesus is the son of God.”
“There is one afterlife.”

“There are many afterlives.”
“Love is a smoke made with the fume of sighs.”

“There is only matter and energy in the universe.”
“The limits of my language mean the limits of my world.”
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Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet

Love is a smoke made with the fume of sighs;
Being purged, a fire sparkling in a lover’s eyes;
Being vexed, a sea nourished with lovers’ tears:
What is it else? a madness most discreet,
A choking gall and a preserving sweet.

Is this True?
How could we ‘verify’ it?

5

John Hick on “eschatological verification”
= post-mortem verification…

• The broad idea is that the theistic conception… is capable of 
experiential verification, although according to Christianity the 
verifying situation lies in the final fulfillment of God's purpose for 
us beyond this present life.
• It should perhaps be stressed again that 'eschatological 

verification' is not a desperate ad hoc device invented to meet a 
challenge, but draws out that aspect of the traditional theistic 
system of belief which establishes that system as a complex 
factual assertion. 
• Some have seen it as a fatal flaw in the theory of eschatological 

verification that it rests upon belief in continued human 
existence after death. For this belief seems to them a fantastic 
fairy-tale, not to be taken seriously. Here I can only say that the 
Christian understanding of the universe includes belief in life 
after death as an indispensable component…
• John Hick, “Eschatological Verification Reconsidered” Religious Studies 

13:2 (1977), 189-202

John Hick
1922-2012
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Analogical or Metaphorical Speech
Michael Scott, “Religious Language” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2022/entries/religious-language/

• Not intended to be precise or literally true

• “When God is the subject matter, expressions undergo a suitable ad hoc loosening as 
part of normal, literal communication.”

• “Religious metaphors are the only way of stating truths about God, and the content 
of a metaphorical utterance about God cannot be stated, even in part, in literal 
terms.” (= irreducibility of metaphor to literal truth)

• “This appears to undermine truthful communication about God. If, however, talk of 
God is not in the business of expressing truths, according to what norm are 
utterances about God affirmed or rejected?”

• à How can a metaphor or analogy be ‘true’ or guide action or be a matter of critical 
inquiry??

7

What do speakers ‘mean’ when they use religious language?

• What kind of “speech act” is a statement of belief? 
• (cf. Austinà illocutionary acts)

• Declarative
• Analogical or Metaphorical speech
• Praise/Prayer
• Fictionalism
• Religious Purposes
• Mysticism

8
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Fictionalism: meaningful but not ‘true’
Michael Scott, “Religious Language” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2022/entries/religious-language/ 

• “Fictionalists defend the moral and intellectual legitimacy of engaging with 
a field of discourse for speakers that do not believe that the sentences of that 
discourse are true.”

• Quasi-Assertion, Pretending, and Playing-Along
• True within a domain (ex. Euclidean geometry, fictional universe, religious traditions, 

etc. 
• “The fictionalist accordingly pretends that the claims of religion are true.”:
• Fiala: ‘playing along’

• BUT: what do religious believers really believe?
• Do they believe it is true or only fiction?
• Does faith require doxastic/dogmatic belief = believing that it is literally true?
• Or is there another kind of ‘faith’ that is not ‘true’?

9

Fiala: Hospitality and Playing Along
• One of the main advantages for one who offers hospitality is the 

chance to learn something new about a stranger and about yourself. 
One way that this happens is by “playing along” with the stranger to 
the extent that he or she is made to feel valued and his/her beliefs 
and practices are given a modicum of respect. By playing along with 
the stranger and opening yourself to her, it is possible to gain new 
insights into the meaning of your own practices and beliefs. Consider 
how much you learn about your own language when you endeavor 
to learn a new language. In the same way, by playing along with or in 
learning about another religion, it is possible to learn more about 
your own beliefs.
• There is wisdom in playing along with others and voluntarily 

suspending our disbelief. There are times when a serious inquiry into 
truth ought to occur. But most of the time we do better by playing 
along, by offering hospitality, kindness, and good will.
• Fiala, Secular Cosmopolitanism
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Rowan Williams, The Edge of Words
Metaphor and Representation in Theology

• To say that a form of words or images ‘represents’ reality is to 
leave ourselves free to recognize that language may be truthful 
even when it is not descriptive in the strict sense.
• This is… a universe in which something like conscious relation is 

the focus toward which material process moves—in which 
conscious relation is what is ‘basic.’… The recognition that we 
may be telling the truth about our world through unusual habits 
of speech—metaphors, gestures, fictions, silences—is a 
recognition of the diversity of ways in which information comes 
to us and is absorbed and embodied afresh.  
• If this book persuades some readers to be more puzzled than 

before over the ways we use language, it will have done part of 
its work; if it persuades them to listen afresh to how and where 
the language of faith in a communicating God comes in to our 
habitual speaking, it will have done what I hope for.

Rowan Williams
b. 1950
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Concluding Questions Regarding the Meaning 
of Religious Language
• Is religion about True/False claims?
• How can we know whether these claims are True/False?
• Is religion a kind of nonsense (not knowable) (cf. logical positivism)?
• Can we understand the meaning of religion as a practice without 

asking about True/False (cf. Wittgenstein)?
• What do religious practitioners do (form of life)?  
• And what do religious practitioners think/believe about their own 

practices (are believers realists or not? à and could they be 
mistaken)?

12



4/10/24

7

Natural Theology
Reasonable Arguments for the Existence of God
1. Ontological Argument

1. Conceptual Argument (a priori): God necessarily exists
2. Cosmological Argument

1. Causal Argument (a posteriori): God is the First Cause
3. Teleological Argument

1. Argument from design (a posteriori): Watchmaker God
4. Problem of Evil

1. Existence of Evil means that God does not exist

GOD = Omniscient, Omnipotent, Omnibenevolent, Omnipresent

13

Ontological Argument(s)
a priori
• Anselm of Canterbury (1033–1109)

• God is the “being than which none greater can be thought”
• This being exists in our understanding—but it is ‘greater’ to exist in reality also
• Therefore, God exists in reality as well as in understanding

• René Descartes (1596–1650)
• God is a perfect being
• Everlasting existence is a perfection
• Therefore, God has everlasting existence

• Gottfried Leibniz (1646–1716)
• God is a ‘necessary being’ and ‘necessarily exists’
• If God is ‘possible,’ then God necessarily exists!

14
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Descartes, Meditation III: “OF GOD, THAT THERE IS A GOD”
Innate Idea of God

• It is not to be wondered at that God, at my 
creation, implanted this idea in me, that it 
might serve, as it were, for the mark of the 
workman impressed on his work…
• …And the whole force of the argument of 

which I have here availed myself to establish 
the existence of God, consists in this, that I 
perceive I could not possibly be of such a 
nature as I am, and yet have in my mind the 
idea of a God, if God did not in reality exist.

René Descartes (1596–1650)
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Cosmological à First Cause
a posteriori
•Avicenna (Ibn Sina) (980–1037)
• Contingent things must have a necessary cause; aggregate things 

must have an ordering cause
•Al-Ghazali (1056-1111)
• “every being which begins has a cause for its beginning; now the 

world is a being which begins; therefore, it possesses a cause for its 
beginning.”

•Gottfried Leibniz (1646–1716)
• The existence (and order) of the world cannot be explained with 

reference to a being within the world

16
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Teleological-Design Arguments
a posteriori
•William Paley (1743–1805)
• The ‘watchmaker’ God

•George Berkeley (1685–1753)
•  God supports all of the order and harmony in the world of 

nature, mind and idea
•William Lane Craig (b. 1949)
•Argument from “fine tuning”

17

Problem: Natural Theology v. Revealed Religion
• Is the God of Natural Theolog same as God of Bible, Quran…?
• Is the God of the Bible omniscient, omnipotent, 

omnibenevolent?

• Deism: philosopher’s God: no miracles and no revelation

• John Adams (1735-1826): An incarnate God!!! An eternal, Self 
existent, omnipotent omnipresent omnicient Author of this 
Stupendous Universe, Suffering on a Cross!!! My Soul Starts 
with horror, at the Idea, and it has Stupified the Christian 
World. It has been the Source of almost all the Corruptions of 
Christianity. 
• From John Adams to John Quincy Adams, 28 March 1816

John Adams
1735-1826
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Ramified Natural Theology
à natural theological arguments about specific religious content

• Can there be a natural theological argument about
• The Trinity?  
• Or about the idea that God is love?  
• Or about the idea that Jesus was resurrected?

• [[Not clear that natural theology can give us revealed/lived religions]]

• Fideism: Faith v. Reason
• Kierkegaard: Absurdity of Christian religion requires leap of faith
• Kant: we may have to “deny knowledge in order to leave room for faith”

19

Other Arguments of natural theology
• Religious experience: Some people experience God directly
• BUT: are those experiences believable/veridical?
• AND: how do we respond to diverse religious experiences?

• Moral Argument
• Theoretical (a priori) arguments
• God is required for morality to exist
• As the ground of moral commandments
• As the guarantor of justice and judgment 
• Practical: Belief in God makes morality/happiness/community more likely (or 

more rational)
• Kant: God, freedom, and immortality as ‘postulates’ of practical rationality

20
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The Problem of Evil (POE)
The Epicurean “trilemma” (Hume)

• “EPICURUS's old questions are yet unanswered. Is he willing 
to prevent evil, but not able? then is he impotent. Is he able, 
but not willing? then is he malevolent. Is he both able and 
willing? whence then is evil?”

• … human happiness, in this life, exceeds its misery, you have 
yet done nothing: For this is not, by any means, what we 
expect from infinite power, infinite wisdom, and infinite 
goodness. Why is there any misery at all in the world? Not by 
chance surely. From some cause then. Is it from the intention 
of the Deity? But he is perfectly benevolent. Is it contrary to 
his intention? But he is almighty. 
• Philo--Speaking in Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion

David Hume 
1711 - 1776
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Problem of Evil

1.If God exists, then God is omnipotent, omniscient, and morally 
perfect.

2.If God is omnipotent, then God has the power to eliminate all evil.
3.If God is omniscient, then God knows when evil exists.
4.If God is morally perfect, then God has the desire to eliminate all evil.
5.Evil exists.
6.If evil exists and God exists, then either God doesn’t have the power 

to eliminate all evil, or doesn’t know when evil exists, or doesn’t have 
the desire to eliminate all evil.

7.Therefore, God doesn’t exist.

22
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The Omni-God 
and POE

Omniscient

OmnipotentOmnibenevolent

NOT Omniscient

NOT Omni-
potent

NOT Omni-
benevolent

23

Two Versions of POE
Tooley, Problem of Evil, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/evil/ 

• Deductive
• Absolute proof that Omni-God does not exist
• Evil makes it impossible for Omni-God to exist

• Inductive
• There is a probability that Omni-God does not exist
• Evil makes it unlikely that Omni-God exists.

Michael Tooley
b. 1941

24

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/evil/


4/10/24

13

Responses to POE

• Refutation
• Show that the logic of the POE is faulty

• Defenses of God’s existence
• There are good arguments (Natural Theology) that show that God must exist
• There is evidence that God exists = religious experience

•  Theodicies
• Explain my God might permit evil

25

Soul-Making Theodicy
•à Evil/suffering/struggle is good for us
• John Hick: 
• One who has attained to goodness by meeting and eventually 

mastering temptation, and thus by rightly making responsibly 
choices in concrete situations, is good in a richer and more 
valuable sense than would be one created ab initio in a state 
either of innocence or of virtue.

• Tooley: Those who suffer are not thereby improved
• Ex. Jews who died in the Holocaust
• Ex. Pain of animals burned in a forest fire
• Ex. suffering of children, etc.

John Hick
1922-2012
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Free Will Theodicy
Free will is a great good, which outweighs evil
• Libertarian free will is such a great good that evil side-effects are justifiable 

• “Because of the great value of libertarian free will, it is better that God create a world 
in which agents possess libertarian free will, even though they may misuse it, and do 
what is wrong, than that God create a world where agents lack libertarian free will.”

• Tooley Response
• Libertarian free will does not make sense in causal world
• God should intervene to stop free willed evil such as murder or rape
• Why is it supposed to be good to have the power to commit evil freely?
• Libertarian free will does not explain natural evils (earthquakes, etc.)
• Devils and demons?  

27

Natural Law Theodicy
God cannot violate his own natural laws
• The regularity and order of nature is supremely important… and a world 

without natural law (in which there are miracle and God prevented evil) 
would be much worse

• Tooley response
• Why couldn’t God intervene on rare occasions?  Or cause probabilities to unfold in 

better ways? Or create the world with less suffering from the beginning with slightly 
different natural laws?

• Ex. God could use natural phenomena to prevent volcanoes, tsunamis, and deadly 
viruses from killing millions.

• “A small intervention by an omnipotent, omniscient, and perfectly good being could 
have allowed one of the many failed attempts to assassinate Hitler to succeed, or a 
small mental nudge could have resulted in Hitler’s realizing the error in his virulent 
anti-Semitism.”

28
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Religious Theodicies
Within traditions (i.e., not natural theology”
• A religious story that explains existence of evil
• Ex. Christian original sin (Fall of Adam and Eveà Atonement by Christ)

• Tooley’s Response 
• The empirical evidence (evolution) is against this story
• There is no historical evidence of Eden or Adam/Eve
• The Bible is not a reliable guide
• The story is morally problematic

• Why would a good God punish all of humankind?
• Why would a good God require the death of his son on the cross to atone for human sin?
• Why would a good God eternally punish those who are not included among the 

Christians who are saved from sin?

29

The Critics of Religion
The Masters of Suspicion

Nietzsche: Genealogy of religion based on will-to-power: 
“God is dead. And we have killed him.”

Marx: Materialist history of religion based on economic power: 
“Religion is the opiate of the masses.”

Freud: Psychanalytical critique of religion: 
“Religion is the universal obsessional neurosis of humanity.”

30
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Patrick Hurley
Religion, Power, and Illusion: 

A Genealogy of Religious Belief

The inducers of religious illusion assure their victims that through prayer, worship, and sacrifice, 
their hopes will be realized and their fears averted. 

One of the more harmful effects of religion is its impact on the human thinking process. It does 
this by contaminating the thinker's worldview, by persuading the thinking subject that certain 
things are real when in fact they probably are not.

If religious belief, as such, caused people to be happy, this would stand as a good reason to be 
religious. But beliefs as such, religious or otherwise, do not cause happiness.

Patrick Hurley
b. 1942
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Hurley: Why are religious beliefs so prevalent?
• Upbringing, culture, ritual, and festivals

• The average individual is bombarded night and day and from every 
direction by the forces of religion.

• The chief purpose of all religious ritual is to sustain belief in God.
• Without ritual, God would soon pass out of existence entirely. It would 

not even have a fictional existence.

• Circular reasoning
• Faith as self-justifying

• Ex. believe the Bible as true because it is the revealed word of God
• Moral faith is circular
• We can be assured of [life’s] fairness only by the existence of a moral God 

who regulates it. We know that this God exists because without such a 
God life would be fundamentally unfair. The argument begs the question.

32
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Hurley’s Atheolatrism
• Against “worship” (latreia) of “god” (theos)
• “There are no gods that stand as objects of prayer, worship, and sacrifice”

• Not denying God (atheism) 
• Not agnosticism
• Not a metaphysical view (i.e., not asserting materialism)

• Rather: denying that the God of typical religious worship is real
• And: critiquing the illusions, constructs, and power of religion

• The power attaching to religion has nothing to do with any independently 
existing deity but is the natural product of religious promoters milking 
power from their followers. They do this by creating gods which they then 
purport to be in communion with. They then reinforce the god idea with 
many supporting entities, such as sin, prayer, ritual, holy books, and 
church buildings. 
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A Response to the Critics of Religion
à Fideism 

•Faith is in some sense independent of, 
if not outright adversarial toward, 
reason. In contrast to the more 
rationalistic tradition of natural 
theology, with its arguments for the 
existence of God, fideism holds that 
reason is unnecessary and 
inappropriate for the exercise and 
justification of religious belief.

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/fideism/ 
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