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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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Rationality, Fideism, and the Problem of 
Diversity
• As religious beliefs are questioned by rationalist philosophers, 

religious believers retreat from reason and assert faith as a 
trump card. Fideistic Christianity is one variety of this. This 
approach holds that we must make the leap of faith beyond 
reason, philosophy, and science: we must learn to believe the 
absurd.
• But there may still be good reasons to learn to tolerate even 

false religious belief. We need to guard against a tendency to 
throw the human baby out with the religious bath water. After 
all, it is real, living human beings who practice and love their 
own religions. Some critics think that if the humanist critique of 
religion is true, then we must give up on religion entirely.
• Fiala, Secular Cosmopolitanism (2016), 72
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Rationality, Fideism, and the Problem of 
Diversity
• The idea that we should wage a vigilant battle against religion is too 

strong. Indeed, it is unkind and intolerant. And it is grounded on the 
questionable assumption that religion is primarily a form of belief and 
that the purpose of life is to find and defend justified true beliefs. 
• Many scholars of religion remind us that religion is much more than 

true belief. Religion also includes ritual, practice, ceremony, 
community, art, and ethics. There are a variety of good reasons to 
participate in religious ceremonies or rituals that have very little to do 
with cognitive questions about the “truth” of these activities. Indeed, 
it is an odd question to ask whether a “ceremony” or a “ritual” has 
truth or is truthful. Ceremonies are communal activities. Although 
these seem to be oriented around “beliefs,” a moment’s reflection 
reminds us that there is no way of knowing what the variety of 
participants in any given ceremony actually believe. Rather, 
ceremonies occur when people come together for a variety of 
reasons and with a variety of beliefs to share in community. Yes, belief 
is part of this, but certainly not all of it.
• Fiala, Secular Cosmopolitanism (2016), 73-4
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Diversity and the Leap of Faith
Which faith? Whose tradition?
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Other 
Traditions/Revelations

Other 
Traditions/Revelations

Other 
Traditions/Revelations

Diversity of 
Religion(s)… and 
Philosophy of Religion

Abrahamic Traditions

Natural 
Theology

Non-Religion 
Judaism

Christianity

Islam

Western Philosophy of Religion tends to prioritize Western Religion
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William James: Varieties of Religious Experience (1902): 
à Empirical Method

• Religion, therefore, as I now ask you arbitrarily to take it, 
shall mean for us the feelings, acts, and experiences of 
individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend 
themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may 
consider the divine.

• James’s Approach: Empirical Description/Catalogue of 
Religious Diversity

• BUT: how do we define the object of study?
• Does this include Non-Theistic Religions? 
• Or Non-Religious “total reactions upon life”?

William James
(1842-1910)
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William James: Varieties of Religious Experience (1902): 
à no essence of religion

• The very fact that they are so many and so different from 
one another is enough to prove that the 
word “religion” cannot stand for any single principle or 
essence, but is rather a collective name. The theorizing 
mind tends always to the over-simplification of its 
materials. This is the root of all that absolutism and one-
sided dogmatism by which both philosophy and religion 
have been infested. Let us not fall immediately into a 
one-sided view of our subject, but let us rather admit 
freely at the outset that we may very likely find no one 
essence, but many characters which may alternately be 
equally important in religion.

William James
(1842-1910)
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Challenge of Deep Diversity Gender, Race, 
Post-Colonial Theory
• Catherine Cornille: “By all appearances, dialogue between 

religions is conducted mainly by and between men”
• Cornille, On Women and Interreligious Dialogue (2013)

• Frantz Fanon: “The Church in the colonies is a white man’s 
Church, a foreigners’ Church. It does not call the colonized to 
the ways of God, but to the ways of the white man, to the 
ways of the master, the ways of the oppressor.”
• Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (1961)

• James Cone: “Black theology refuses to accept a God who is 
not identified totally with the goals of the black community. If 
God is not for us, if God is not against white racists, then God is 
a murderer, and we had better kill God. The task of black 
theology is to kill gods that do not belong to the black 
community.” 
• Cone, Black Theology of Liberation (1970)

9

John McClendon, Black Christology

The very authenticity of Christianity is significantly connected to 
presuppositions about race and racism. The authentic version of 
Christianity resides in the affirmation of the Black Christ. 
Correspondingly, white racism and consecutively white 
Christology stand as distortions on the basic articles of Christian 
faith. 
Black Christology foregrounds the matter of race, race evolves as 
the most decisive element in Christian theology. Theological 
categories, in turn, cannot be removed from race as an overriding 
concern, especially when constructing definitive Christological 
formulations. Accordingly, from a conceptual standpoint, the 
philosophy of race turns out to be foundational, regarding 
theological conceptualizations about Christology

John McClendon
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“Feminist Philosophy of Religion” (2018)
Nancy Frankenberry

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/feminist-religion/

Because feminist philosophy of religion is philosophical, it can take as 
primary neither the datum of scriptures believed to be revealed and self-
authenticating nor the self-privileging endeavor of intratextual theologies. 
Because it is philosophy of religion, a subject matter that encompasses a 
broad array of cross-cultural material, it cannot be concerned simply with 
themes or questions drawn from the Christian religion alone. 
And because it is feminist, it must promote the elimination of gender 
inequality and take into account the multiplicity of human bodies, desires, 
and differences that are mapped onto the site of religion. 
At the same time, it cannot presume that religion exists as some common 
universal underlying all the various traditions; only particular religions 
exist, and even the very concept of religion itself has come to be 
recognized as a modern and Western concept.

Nancy Frankenberry
b. 1947
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Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815-1902)
• The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpation on the 

part of man toward woman, having in direct object the establishment of an 
absolute tyranny over her (Seneca Falls Declaration, 1848)

• God created man in his own image, male and female (Woman’s Bible, 1890’s)

“Has Christianity Benefited Women?” (1888)
• The moral degradation of women is due more to theological superstitions than 

to all other influences together.
• Man, seeking after knowledge, was opposed by the church ; woman, by both 

church and man.
• Making woman an afterthought in the creation, the author of sin, in collusion 

with the devil, sex a crime, marriage a condition of slavery for woman and 
defilement for man.

• Not one wrong has been righted until women themselves made organized 
resistance against it.

12
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Daly: Beyond God the Father
Castrating the Male God

• The entire conceptual systems of theology and ethics, 
developed under the conditions of patriarchy, have been 
the products of males and tend to serve the interests of 
sexist society
• If God is male, then the male is God.  The divine 

patriarch castrates women as long as he is allowed to live 
on in the human imagination. The process of cutting 
away the Supreme Phallus can hardly be a merely 
"rational" affair. The problem is one of transforming the 
collective imagination so that this distortion of the 
human aspiration to transcendence loses its credibility.

Mary Daly
1928-2010
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Daly: Beyond God the Father
Castrating the Male God

• The method of liberation, then, involves a castrating of 
language and images that reflect and perpetuate the 
structures of a sexist world.  It castrates precisely in the 
sense of cutting away the phallocentric value system 
imposed by patriarchy, in its subtle as well as in its more 
manifest expressions.
• Why indeed must "God" be a noun? Why not a verb-the 

most active and dynamic of all? Hasn't the naming of 
"God" as a noun been an act of murdering that dynamic 
Verb? And isn't the Verb infinitely more personal than a 
mere static noun? The anthropomorphic symbols for God 
may be intended to convey personality, but they fail to 
convey that God is Be-ing. Mary Daly

1928-2010
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Standpoint Epistemology
Pamela Sue Anderson
• Is reason neutral, objective, and free of bias and desire?

• According to Anderson, yearning is the vital reality of 
human life which gives rise to religious belief. 
Therefore, philosophical analysis of and feminist 
concern with reason combined with desire, as found in 
expressions of yearning for truth whether 
epistemological, ethical (justice), or aesthetic (love or 
beauty), need to supplement standard approaches to 
philosophy of religion.

• Yearning is located, embodied… not infinite

Pamela Sue Anderson
1955-2017

15

Natality (vs. mortality)
Grace Jantzen (and Hannah Arendt)
• Against the Western/Christian focus on death and dying

• “The Western symbolic is saturated with violence and death, 
epitomized in the crucified Christ”

• If we were to attend to natality instead, Jantzen wrote, we 
would be better able to create a new imaginary based on birth, 
life, and potentiality… Feminist philosophy of religion can 
attend better to the symbolic impact of birth rather than death 
as a strategy for creating a new imaginary construct that 
emphasizes flourishing of life rather than sacrifice of it.

• Immanent and pantheistic divine

Grace Jantzen
1948-2006

16



4/24/24

9

Hannah Arendt
The Human Condition (1958)

The new beginning inherent in birth can make itself felt in the world only because 
the newcomer possesses the capacity of beginning something anew, that is, of 
acting. In this sense of initiative, an element of action, and therefore of natality, is 
inherent in all human activities. Moreover, since action is the political activity par 
excellence, natality, and not mortality, may be the central category of political, as 
distinguished from metaphysical, thought.

Hannah Arendt
1906-1975
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bell hooks: lived/liberatory spirituality
[[NOT IN FRANKENBERRY]]

• I live in a small, predominantly white town in the Bible 
Belt. Rather than saying, “What would Jesus do?” I 
always think, “What does Martin Luther King want me to 
do today?” Then I decide what Martin Luther King wants 
me to do today is to go out into the world and in every 
way that I can, small and large, build a beloved 
community. As a Buddhist Christian, I also think of 
Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh’s saying, “Let’s throw 
this pebble into the water, it may not go far in the 
beginning, but it will ripple out.” So, every day, I’m 
challenging myself, “What are you doing, bell, for the 
creation of the beloved community?”

2015 Interview: https://archive.nytimes.com/opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/12/10/bell-hooks-buddhism-the-beats-and-loving-blackness/

bell hooks
1952-2021
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bell hooks: Buddhist-Christian-Feminist
• I would have to say my Buddhist Christian practice 

challenges me, as does feminism. Buddhism continues to 
inspire me because there is such an emphasis on practice. 
What are you doing? Right livelihood, right action. We are 
back to that self-interrogation that is so crucial. It’s funny 
that you would link Buddhism and feminism, because I 
think one of the things that I’m grappling with at this stage 
of my life is how much of the core grounding in ethical-
spiritual values has been the solid ground on which I stood. 
That ground is from both Buddhism and Christianity, and 
then feminism that helped me as a young woman to find 
and appreciate that ground.

2015 Interview: https://archive.nytimes.com/opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/12/10/bell-hooks-buddhism-the-beats-and-loving-blackness/

bell hooks
1952-2021
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What about non-religion?

• Is non-religion a 
religion?
• Does atheism or 

agnosticism count as a 
religion?

• DATA POINT: Growth of 
nonreligion

Pew Center Report Jan. 24, 2024
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2024/01/24/religious-nones-in-america-who-they-are-and-what-they-believe/ 

20
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Other 
Traditions/Revelations

Other 
Traditions/Revelations

Other 
Traditions/Revelations

Diversity of 
Religion(s)

Abrahamic Traditions

Natural 
Theology

Non-Religion 
Judaism

Christianity

Islam
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Normative Responses to Religious Diversity

• Religious supremacy: eliminate diversity
• Reductive (inclusive) pluralism: reduce religious diversity to some 

common core of beliefs
• Non-reductive pluralism à Relativism: accept diversity as a fact that 

cannot be eliminated
• Tolerance: accept the beliefs of “the other”
• Secularism: political response based on religious liberty

Fiala, “Religious Diversity” (forthcoming M. Sardoc, ed., Encyclopedia of Diversity (2024)
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Inclusivism vs. Exclusivism

• Exclusivism and inclusivism conceive of religious 
diversity in logically contradictory ways.  The 
exclusivist maintains that the claims of given religions 
are best understood as divergent and without overlap.  
The inclusivist maintains the opposite, which is that 
the claims of different religions converge and overlap.

Fiala, “Religious Diversity” (forthcoming M. Sardoc, ed., Encyclopedia of Diversity (2024)
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Closed (inclusive or convergent) pluralism

John Hick: God Has Many Names

“We ought to think of the religious life of mankind as a 
continuum within which the faith-life of individuals is 
conditioned by one or other of the different streams of 
cumulative tradition.  From this point of view, it is not 
appropriate to ask, ‘Which is the true religion?’ For a 
true relationship to God may occur in the lives of 
people in each of the great religious traditions.”

John Hick 
1922-2012

24



4/24/24

13

Closed (inclusive or convergent) pluralism

Gandhi, All Men Are Brothers 

• All religions are different roads converging toward 
the same point… 
• “All religions are true” 
• God is “even in the atheism of the atheist”

25

Normative Responses to Religious Diversity
• Supremacism: 

• If your religion is true you should promote and defend it
• Can result in evangelizing, missionary work, theocracy, hierocracy 
• Can result in efforts to eliminate diversity, unorthodoxy, heresy, apostacy 
• Continuum from insular to genocidal religion

• Insular: Our religion is the only thing that matters (~ethnic religions)
• Genocidal: We should eliminate other “false” religions (~universalizing religions)

• Toleration:
• Universalizing religions can tolerate other religions because of inclusive pluralism 

(other religions may have a kernel of truth)
• Some religions include an ethical command to be tolerant
• Insular (ethnic) religions may tolerate other religions because only self-oriented
• Also practical social/political reasons to tolerate 

Fiala, “Religious Diversity” (forthcoming M. Sardoc, ed., Encyclopedia of Diversity (2024)
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Religious Liberty as secular value
First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution
• Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or 

prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, 
or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to 
petition the Government for a redress of grievances.

United Nations Declaration of Human Rights Article 18
• Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this 

right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either 
alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his 
religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance.

27

Two views of secularism

Political Secularism

Religion 
A

Religion 
B

Religion 
C

Religion A Religion BSecularism

Secularism as worldviewPolitical secularism as allowing 
diverse religions and religious liberty

Is secularism a philosophy/religion on a par with other religions?
Or is secularism “merely” a political scheme?

28
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The Challenge of Anti-Secular Religion

Political Secularism

Religion A Religion 
B

Religion 
C Religion BSecularism

Establishing Religious SupremacismAttacking Secularism

Religion A

29

Challenge of “Christian Nationalism”
• Donald Trump: “Our enemies are waging war on faith and 

freedom, on science and religion, on history and tradition, on law 
and democracy, on God Almighty himself.”
• Trump speech at the Faith and Freedom Conference, June 24, 2023, at The Rev: 

https://www.rev.com/blog/transcripts/trump-speaks-at-faith-freedom-coalition-gala-transcript.

• Michael Flynn (Trump National Security Advisor): “If we are going 
to have one nation under God, which we must, we have to have 
one religion. One nation under God and one religion under God.”
• Quoted in “The Desecrations of Michael Flynn” The Atlantic, Oct. 25, 2022, 

https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2022/10/michael-flynn-maga-christian-
trump/671852/.

• William Barr (Trump Attorney General): “Secularists, and their 
allies among the ‘progressives,’ have marshaled all the force of 
mass communications, popular culture, the entertainment 
industry, and academia in an unremitting assault on religion and 
traditional values.”
• “Remarks to the Law School and the de Nicola Center for Ethics and Culture at the University of 

Notre Dame” October 11, 2019, https://www.justice.gov/opa/speech/attorney-general-william-p-
barr-delivers-remarks-law-school-and-de-nicola-center-ethics.
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https://www.justice.gov/opa/speech/attorney-general-william-p-barr-delivers-remarks-law-school-and-de-nicola-center-ethics
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Fiala/Admirand
Seeking Common Ground: 

A Theist/Atheist Dialogue (2021)
It is possible for theists and atheists to engage in 
productive dialogue—and to share what we love with one 
another.

There is no frictionless plane or empty space in which 
dialogue occurs: dialogue emerges out of the background 
of history, injustice, and exclusion.

Some kind of secular political structure is essential for 
genuine dialogue, if such dialogue is to include free and 
open discussions that are to occur without threat of 
political oppression.

31

Fiala’s Interfaith Work
• My interactions with hundreds of scholars and religious 

practitioners is that nearly all of these interactions have been 
peaceful and productive. This is remarkable because I am an 
atheist. But I have been welcomed by religious 
communities, fed by them, and have become friends with a 
wide range of people who see the world in ways quite 
different from the way I see things. I know that there are 
religiously intolerant people in the world. I know that people 
kill each other over religious difference. I also know that 
atheists have been executed. But there is a kind of common 
kindness, hospitality, and generosity of spirit that one finds 
among those who engage in interfaith and interreligious 
work
• These discussions are not focused on conversion or 

comeuppance. The goal of dialogue is not to defeat one’s 
opponents and prove that the other person is wrong. Rather, 
dialogue is about self-exposure without self-righteousness.

32
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Seeking Common Ground

• Human beings need to understand that they share a common 
humanity—and develop trusting relationships—before they can 
dive into the depths of epistemology and metaphysics. And even 
then, it is possible to find common ground.

• A place for common ground among theists and atheists can be 
found in reflecting on the value of love, beauty, justice, and 
other meaning-filled concepts.

• Some kind of secular political structure is essential for genuine 
dialogue, if such dialogue is to include free and open discussions 
that are to occur without threat of political oppression.

33

Secular Enlightenment
• That religion, or the duty which we owe to our Creator, and 

the manner of discharging it, can be directed only by reason 
and conviction, not by force or violence; and therefore all 
men are equally entitled to the free exercise of religion, 
according to the dictates of conscience; and that it is the 
mutual duty of all to practice Christian forbearance, love, 
and charity toward each other. 
• Virginia Declaration of Rights (1776)

• Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of 
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof…
• First Amendment (1791)

George Mason
1725-1792

James Madison
1751-1836
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Secular Enlightenment
• “It does me no injury for my neighbor to say there are twenty gods, 

or no god. It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg.
• Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia (1783)

• I trust with you that the genuine and simple religion of Jesus will 
one day be restored: such as it was preached and practiced by 
himself.  Very soon after his death, it became muffled up in 
mysteries, and has been ever since kept in concealment from the 
vulgar eye.  To penetrate and dissipate these clouds of darkness, 
the general mind must be strengthened by education. Enlightened 
by its torch the disciples of religion will see that, instead of 
abandoning their reason, as the superstitions of every country 
requires, and taking for the will of their god whatever their own 
hierophants declare it to be (and no two of them declaring it alike) 
that god has confided to them the talent of reason. 
• Jefferson (Letter, July 9, 1820):

Thomas Jefferson
1743-1846
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