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IS CHRISTIANITY TRUE BEYOND A REASONABLE DOUBT?
Lesson #1: Introduction—Obstacles to Truth

Introduction
“The nature and knowability of truth is crucial to the Christian faith.  Christianity claims to possess the objective truth about God and about the way to God through Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  If truth is not objective, real, and knowable, then the Christian faith is not only false but fraudulent”(Geisler).  
I. The Nature of Truth

A. What Truth Is Not

There are many views of the nature of truth.  Most of these arise from a confusion between the nature (definition) of truth and a test (defense) of truth, or from not distinguishing the result from the rule.  The following are some common but mistaken theories of the nature of truth: 

1. Truth is not “that which works” (Pragmatism).

This view confuses cause and effect.  If something is true (corresponds to the facts), it will work, at least in the long run.  But simply because something works doesn’t make it true (e.g., lies).  

2. Truth is not “that which coheres” (Coherence Theory).

A set of false statements can “cohere,” i.e., be internally self-consistent (e.g., a conspiracy case in court). 

3. Truth is not “that which was intended” (Intentionalist Theory)


This would make all sincere statements true, even those that were false. 

4. Truth is not “that which is comprehensive.”

This is at best only a test for truth, not a definition of truth.  Even as a test for truth, a comprehensive view of something is not necessarily true simply because it is more encyclopedic.  Comprehensive views of error could otherwise be true and short presentations of truth be in error. 

5. Truth is not “that which is existentially relevant.”

What is true will be relevant, but not everything relevant is true.  
6. Truth is not “that which feels good.” 


What feels good is true only if this corresponds to the way things are.  Bad news that makes us feel bad can be true (e.g., bad grades).  Even if truth makes us feel good, this does not mean that what feels good is true (confusion of effect with the cause). 

B. What Truth Is

Truth is correspondence.  Truth is what corresponds to its referent, corresponds to the actual state of affairs.  The referent can be realities in the world, and also abstract realities like mathematical truths and ideas in one’s mind.  With regard to realities in the world, it is telling it the way things really are, “telling it like it is.” Falsehood is that which does not correspond to its referent; it is telling it like it is not, a misrepresentation of the way things are.  If a statement is mistaken, it is false, even if one intended to say the correct thing.  
How do we know this is the correct definition of truth? 

1. Non-correspondence theories are self-contradicting, self-defeating.  

2. Even lies themselves are impossible without a correspondence theory of truth. 

3. Without correspondence, there could be no such thing as truth or falsity. 

4. Factual communication would break down without a correspondence theory of truth. 

5. Even the intentionalist theory of truth depends on the correspondence theory. 

II. Obstacles to Belief in Objective Truth
There are two major obstacles to belief in objective truth.  They are skepticism and relativism.  Skepticism takes 2 forms: it either questions or confesses ignorance of something (weak form), or it denies the very possibility of knowledge (dogmatic form, usually called “Agnosticism”).  Relativism denies that there is any absolute truth, any objective standards for belief.  If these obstacles are ultimately established, it will be impossible to ascertain the truthfulness (or falsity) of Christianity.  
A. Skepticism and Agnosticism

These 2 terms are really equivalent.  Agnosticism is a term which was coined in the 19th c. (by Thos. Huxley and Herbert Spencer) but it designates the same thing as the term “skepticism” in its strong form.  It is purely arbitrary which of the 2 terms one chooses to use.  We will use the term “skepticism” and distinguish “descriptive skepticism” from its stronger form “dogmatic skepticism.”  

1. Descriptive Skepticism

As noted above, this is simply the confession of ignorance and a determination to suspend judgment rather than a positive denial of any valid knowledge or truth.  It simply professes not to know and usually takes no steps that might lead to the discovery of truth.  This mind-set can be applied to everything (global descriptive skepticism) or only to certain particular matters like first causes, unseen worlds, the existence of God, etc.(limited descriptive skepticism).  With respect to God, the limited descriptive skeptic often claims that he doesn’t happen to know if God exists or not.  He may also add that he is inclined to believe that God does not exist because he can see no evidence of the existence of God.  

2. Dogmatic Skepticism


This stronger form denies the very possibility of truth or knowledge.  Like descriptive skepticism, it may make either global (nothing is knowable) or limited claims (some things are unknowable). In both cases the knowledge being denied is knowledge in principle.  It is “dogmatic” because it asserts, not that we do not know, but that we cannot know.  The global form is the most extreme and denies that any knowledge of whatever kind is possible and the quest for truth is in vain.  The limited form is directed toward particular things such as religious knowledge, God, souls, unseen worlds, etc.  It says respecting these that they are, in principle, simply unknowable. 

Two key philosophers of the so-called “Enlightenment” period who can be classed as “dogmatic skeptics” and who have cast a long shadow over all subsequent thought are David Hume (1711-1776) and Immanuel Kant (1724-1804).  

a. David Hume—All that we know is based only on the experience of sense impressions and the mind’s relating of bundles of sense impressions.  Causality is based only on custom and can not be established as part of sense experience.  What we call causal connections are simply arbitrary connections made by the mind (e.g., sunrise and rooster crow; hammer blow and shattered window glass).  Since belief in God is based on causal arguments, then knowledge of God, of an unseen world, metaphysics, etc. is impossible.  His own conclusion: 
“If we take in our hands any volume; of divinity or school metaphysics, for instance; let us ask, Does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning quantity or number?  No.  Does it contain any experimental reasoning concerning matters of fact and existence? No.  Commit it then to the flames: for it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion.” 

b. Immanuel Kant—Influenced by Hume, Kant agreed that the content of all knowledge came by way of the senses. But he argued that the structure of knowledge was provided by the mind’s creative synthesis.  This meant that one cannot know anything until it is structured by the mind’s creative work (the space/time “forms of the sensibility” and the logical “categories of the understanding” such as unity, causality, etc.).  Since there is no way to get outside one’s own being and know what reality was before one’s mind formed it, he must remain agnostic about what reality really is (the “thing-in-itself” in distinction from the “thing-for-me”).  It is impossible, then, to know God exists, to know the nature of reality, the nature of souls and unseen realities.  

3. The Difficulties With Skepticism


a. Descriptive Skepticism

1. Limited Form

This lacks philosophical interest and bite.  To claim that in some cases we in fact do not know, it is easy to reply, “Well, let’s find out; let’s launch an investigation!” This is true for all alleged unknowns and is true also with respect to doubts about religious knowledge claims.  Thus, with respect to one who claims he does not know whether God exists or not, or whether Christianity is true, it is appropriate to say, “Well let’s find out,” and make observations like the following: 
(i) If God exists, this is the most important fact in the world; for it means that life has purpose and that reward and judgment are surely coming. 

(ii) One cannot suspend judgment of this question indefinitely for to do so is practically equivalent to deciding either that God is unknowable (dogmatic skepticism) or that God does not exist (dogmatic atheism).  Both would require omniscience in the claimant and at least the first ends in being logically contradictory (see below).

(iii) The only honest thing for this kind of skeptic to do is to search for God with his whole heart (or for any other alleged “unknown”).   

2. Global Form


This form of skepticism is self-refuting and incoherent.  To affirm that one does not know anything at all is to affirm that at least one thing is known—namely, that one does not know anything.  Thus, to affirm this claim is to prove it false.  For this reason, very few people hold this self-destructive position.  To be consistent, this skeptic must remain silent, affirming nothing.  The moment he affirms anything, he is giving evidence that something is knowable or is true.  Thus his skepticism cannot be global or universal and reduces at best to a limited skepticism. 
b. Dogmatic Skepticism

1. Limited Form


Both forms of dogmatic skepticism have philosophical interest and “bite” in that they deny the possibility, in principle, of acquiring knowledge or truth.  Both must assume a virtual omniscience for the claimant and both may well be self-contradictory in their affirmation of that which is allegedly “unknowable.” 

(i) This skeptic, to make the limited statement he does, would have to have complete knowledge of the potentialities of the human mind.  He may tell us what he does and what he does not know, but how is any man, unless he is omniscient, able to state in advance a limit on what can be known? 

(ii) He often tells us a great deal about that which he claims cannot be known (e.g., God, souls, Kant’s “thing in itself”).  In the case of God, or example, he may tell us that we could not have knowledge of an infinitely good or wise God.  But if he contends that we cannot know the meaning “infinite goodness or wisdom,” he shows he must know what these ideas mean to be able to employ them intelligibly.  This is but to say that, once again, the skeptic is contradicting himself. 
(iii) In most instances of alleged “unknowables,” the skeptic fails to consider possibilities by which the “unknowable” could be knowable.  For example, in the case of God, the skeptic often fails to take into account the possibility that the allegedly “unknowable God” may reveal himself to man. 

2. Global Form


This form of dogmatic skepticism appears to be self-contradictory, or, as it is sometimes put, self-referentially incoherent.  

(i) To assert that nothing is knowable or true, and to affirm this statement as true, would entail that at least one thing is known to be true—namely, that nothing can be known to be true.  If nothing can be known or known to be true, then how does the skeptic know that his position is true?  If he affirms his own position as the truth, he is attempting to distinguish between the true and the false.  He must have some idea of what the truth is to appeal to the principles of valid reasoning in arguing against the possibility of truth.  As noted above, to affirm this position should lead logically to silence and intellectual meaninglessness.  

(ii) To appeal to the uncertainty of our observations of the external world (physical world, human society, conditions of perceptions) in support of the skeptical claim that knowledge is impossible, is self-refuting.  For such an appeal is based on definite claims that the world and our experience of it is such and such, and that we know it to be this way.  It is contradictory to claim the impossibility of knowledge when the claim itself requires knowledge. 

Let’s apply these principles to Hume and Kant: 

1. Hume—Meaningful beliefs and statements are not restricted simply to those that are either definitional statements or statements having to do with sense experience.  People have talked meaningfully for years about joys, hopes, aspirations, moral beliefs which are not of these types of statement.  Even Hume’s own philosophical claims are not claims of sense experience.  To affirm his claims is to contradict himself.  Moreover, the very denial of causal necessity implies some kind of causal necessity in the denial, for unless there is a necessary cause or ground for the denial, then the denial does not necessarily stand.  And if there is a necessary ground or cause for the denial, then the denial of necessary grounds or causes is self-defeating. 

2. Kant—To assume that the categories of thought (unity, causality) do not apply to reality leads to self-contradiction.  Unless the categories of reality corresponded to the categories of the mind, no statements could be made about reality, including Kant’s very assertion.  A preformation of the mind to reality is necessary whether one is going to say something positive or something negative about it.   One cannot even think that reality is unthinkable.  It is impossible for Kant to draw a line between appearance (“phenomena”) and reality (“noumena”) and limit knowledge only to appearance.  This line cannot be drawn unless one can see at least some distance on the other side.  That is, one must know something of both appearance and reality in order to make the comparison.  Indeed, one must even know something of what reality is in order to know that it is at all.  To identify it requires knowledge of at least some of it characteristics.  

B. Relativism

There is no such thing as objective truth. All truth is relative to the individual or group and thus may vary from individual to individual, from group to group, or from time to time, having no objective standard. Knowledge and truth are relative to one’s self, group, culture, and/or point of view.  There is an irreducible multiplicity of incompatible criteria or standards, above which no further criterion or standard can be found. 
1. Forms of Relativism:
Relativism comes to expression in a variety of forms.  It is a commonplace in modern Western thought and appears in the popular opinions of the so-called “man of the street” as well as in the various disciplines of the University.  

a. Pop-Relativism.


Note Allan Bloom’s claim: “Almost every student entering the university believes, or says he believes, that truth is relative.... The students, of course, cannot defend their opinion.  It is something with which they have been indoctrinated.”  (The Closing of the American Mind, pp. 25-26).  
b. Epistemological Relativism. 


This is a principled relativism which is often assumed in the various disciplines of the University, especially philosophy and the social sciences.  It embraces a broad set of sub-classes of relativism some of which follow.  It maintains that objective truth is impossible to attain.  All thinkers, like it or not, advocate a certain point of view, a view which is not value-free or detached and, by the nature of the case, cannot possibly be.  

Richard Rorty: 

“The idea of objective truth should be dropped from the human vocabulary.  Knowledge is neither true nor false; it is simply power. It enables us to cope.  The whole idea of truth or knowledge as that which corresponds to reality should be rejected.  Knowledge is useful, not true or false.” (The Consequences of Pragmatism). 

He also maintains that “truth is what your peers will let you get away with.”

c. Sociological or Cultural Relativism.
All beliefs are relative to the societies or cultures that give rise to them.  What is thought to be true and right in one culture is not necessarily true and right in another.  To think otherwise is “arrogant” (cf. Western “Euro-centric” cultures vs. non-Western; male vs. female culture; white vs. black culture; gay vs. straight culture; etc., etc., each group with their own standards of truth and ethics). 

d. Moral Relativism. 


This overlaps significantly with the above.  As implied above, moral relativism holds that all moral beliefs of both individuals and societies are equally true.  There is no universal or absolute standard of right and wrong.  “Whatever is, is right.”  There is no rational way of settling moral disputes.  Moral rules are merely personal preferences and/or the result of one’s cultural, sexual, or ethnic orientation.  
e. Literary or Hermeneutical Relativism.


Deconstructionism (in literary criticism) and Postmodernism are forms of relativism.  These maintain that a text can be made to mean whatever the reader pleases: such meaning is the outcome of “the struggle for the text”, a struggle determined by power relations.  The focus is not upon the author’s intent but upon the reader’s (re)construction of the text.  The text’s meaning has been swallowed up by the reader’s conceptual frame.  There is no difference between truth and error in interpretation of a text.  
2. The Reasons for Relativism.

a. The Persistence of Disagreement

Disagreement over what to believe and also over what should count as an adequate reason for belief is the result of a clash of worldviews.  As a result, a plurality of incompatible truths about the same subject matter results (e.g., the nature of ultimate reality; the morality of sexual practices; abortion; war; capital punishment, etc.). 
b. The Desire for Tolerance

Truth is made to depend on what groups of people happen to believe.  The possibility of false beliefs is ruled out, so that a whole community could not be judged mistaken.  We should not judge other cultures and individuals, for to do so would, it is alleged, be close-minded, intolerant, exclusive and bigoted
c. The Recognition of Human Fallibility

No one has a monopoly on truth; we are often mistaken.
3. The Difficulties with Relativism. 

a. Disagreements Do Not Require Relativism

(i) The fact that people disagree about something does not mean that there is no truth.  In spite of disagreement, it is still quite possible that an individual or an entire culture is simply mistaken and the disagreeing party right (e.g., belief in a flat earth vs. a round earth; Adolf Hitler and Nazi ideology).  If the fact of disagreement ruled out objective truth, then there could be no objectively correct position on slavery, genocide, child-molestation, etc. 
(ii) Disagreement actually counts against relativism.
 If disagreement means there is no truth, then the fact that there are those who disagree with the relativist’s view (that disagreement means there is no truth) means that, according to his own principle, there is no truth to his affirmation.  To make matters worse, to affirm that disagreement rules out objective truth, is itself a claim to objective truth, a truth to be accepted by everyone.  But this is precisely what the relativist denies.  He therefore is contradicting himself. If the relativist thinks relativism is true for everyone, then he really believes it is an absolute truth.  But if so, he is no longer a relativist, since he believes in at least one absolute truth. 
(iii) Disagreements are exaggerated. 

Some moral disagreements are not really based in differences of values; they may arise from differing assessments of the same values.  With sufficient clarification, such disagreements can be resolved. 

Though there are disagreements between individuals, groups and cultures, there are also widely shared beliefs and values cross-culturally (laws of thought; beliefs regarding an external world; shared central core of moral values).  In the early years, cultural anthropology focused largely on cultural differences; more recently the widely shared commonalities of human societies are being emphasized and the results are striking. 
(iv) Absurd consequences follow from relativism.

(a) It makes moral judgments impossible: Mother Theresa is no better than Adolf Hitler; there is nothing wrong with rape; torturing babies for fun; etc.
(b) It offers no way to adjudicate differences of belief between individuals and groups: Jeffrey Dahmer’s taste for cannibalism, a preference for lying, stealing, cheating, killing newborns, etc. 

(c) It means no one has ever been wrong about anything.  If truth is relative, then no one is ever wrong—even when they are.  As long as something is true to me, then I am right even when I am wrong.  It also means I can never learn anything, for I never have a false belief.
(d) Cultural relativism is self-refuting. Cultural relativism claims that one is bound only to the beliefs and morals of his own culture or society.  Either this claim is intended to apply only to the relativist’s own society and has no validity outside this society; or he intends the claim to be an absolute or universally binding claim on persons of all societies.  If the former, then his claim is not binding on those outside his group.  But then how is one to determine to which group, culture, or society he belongs and which “beliefs” to follow since cultures and societies notoriously overlap?  And what about the possibility of internal criticism by reformers within the culture? If the claim is absolute, binding on all, then the relativist claim is self-refuting and contradictory.  It cannot be meaningful to say that it is objectively and universally true that there are no objective and universal truths.
(e) If cultural relativism is true, then there can be no true or admirable reformers of culture; nor can it be said whether a culture has made any moral progress.  

b. True Tolerance and Relativism Are Actually Incompatible With Each Other. 

(i) Tolerance supports objective truth, not relativism.


To call for “tolerance” presupposes the existence of at least one non-relative, universal, and objective norm—namely, tolerance.  If such an absolute belief exists, then relativism is false.  Moreover, tolerance presupposes that someone may be correct about his or her perspective, someone from which one may learn and gain truth.  In that case, objective absolute truth exists and relativism is false.
(ii) Relativism is itself a closed-minded and intolerant position.


The relativist dogmatically asserts that there is no objective truth.  If there is no objective truth, why should anyone listen to anyone else?  Why should we listen to the relativist?  Isn’t it arrogant to demand a hearing for relativism by denying that anyone else has any truth? If Relativism is true, shouldn’t we abolish all schools and universities? Only if someone has the truth does it make sense to demand that one be “open-minded.” 

(iii) Relativism is judgmental, exclusivist, and partisan.


It is judgmental in telling the non-relativist that his belief in objective truth is wrong.  It is exclusive in excluding non-relativist beliefs from the realm of legitimate options. And it is partisan in excluding non-relativists automatically from the “correct thinking” party.  Tolerance makes sense only within the framework of an objective moral order.  Only within such a framework can one morally justify tolerating some things while not tolerating others.  Anything short of this leads to an Absolute Tolerance which is intolerant of any viewpoint that does not embrace relativism.
(iv) The “tolerance” of relativism either condones barbarism or is self-refuting.

Must not relativism condone such practices as female genital circumcision, foot-binding, arranged marriages, widow burning in her husband’s funeral pyre, to name but a few.  Must it not condone rape, torture and murder when sanctioned by a culture?  If relativists reject such practices, then they have repudiated their own relativism.  
Conclusion:   
Truth is that which corresponds to reality.  Even those who propose other views of truth assume their view corresponds to reality.  Total relativism is self-defeating: it cannot be affirmed without contradicting itself.  It is likewise self-defeating to deny that truth is knowable, for this very claim is offered as truth about reality.  In the end, truth is undeniably real, objective, and knowable.  Any view to the contrary must assume that this is true in order to state its (self-defeating) claims. (Geisler).
