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Caveat.  This is intentionally not a polished work.  I decided to just write down some notes that simply state my thoughts and run it by people I respect.  I just want to see if the basic ideas are right before pursuing it further.



Introduction

In my experience, the notion of “faith” seems to be problematic – and every new attempt to explain it makes matters worse.  It really bothers me.  Caricatures of faith, such as the idea that faith is “make believe”, abound.  Even more plausible answers eventually prove to be troublesome.  Isn’t an appeal to ‘faith’ just an excuse for a set of unfounded claims?  What is the relation between faith and knowledge?  Why faith in this and not faith in that?  What is faith necessary in the first place? I welcome conversation about these issues!


Caricatures of Belief
I think that most of the following attempts to capture faith are just plain wrong and harmful (such as “wishful thinking”!).  Others (such as “faith as choice”) have elements of truth but miss the essential point.

Wishful Thinking

“If I believe it strongly enough, it will become true.”  This is the same as make-believe, which if taken seriously is a form of lying:  self-deception.
Pious Platitudes

Faith is generally appealed to in sermons as a noble thing: mysterious, irrational, fuzzy.  Speakers commonly embrace paradox in order to generate the appearance of depth.  But no actual definition, or understanding of what “faith” is supposed to be, is forthcoming.  
Unfounded Belief
Quote from a Christian critic:  “From the outside, as a cynical observer might see it, faith is an undertaking to suspend one's critical faculties as far as certain specified basic propositions are concerned; it is a kind of voluntary, self-imposed frontal lobotomy.”

Belief Against the Evidence

Quote from the same Christian critic:  “The true believer will never let himself admit, even to himself, that he has been beaten in an argument about the propositions he believes in. He is stubborn to the point of total irrationality. There really is no point in trying to talk him out of his beliefs, because all you are likely to get from the effort is a punch in the nose.”

The Gap between Knowledge and Certainty

We know almost nothing with absolute certainty.  Virtually all our knowledge is to some degree of probability.  Faith is that which moves us from “probable” to “certain”.  At first, this seems to be true, even obviously true, but there is a problem here in that faith and knowledge become inversely proportional (see below).

Knowledge and Faith as Inversely Proportional

If we think of faith is the “distance” between probability and certainty (see Gap, above), then the more knowledge, the less faith is required; and, it follows that the less knowledge, the more faith.  But faith is good – is commended in the Bible; in fact, the more faith, the better.  But then the logical conclusion is that we should keep knowledge to a minimum to make room for lots of faith!  Something wrong here!
Faith as Choice/Commitment
Since virtually all our knowledge is to some degree of probability (see Gap, above), in order to move ahead with our lives in any meaningful way we must always choose on the basis of probability.  The moving of ourselves from point A to point B in the face of uncertainty is a step of faith.  Thus, faith is essential in all areas of life.  This is all basically true, but I think misses the real point.
Faith as Sincere Spirituality

I have often heard people say “my faith has helped me through this crisis”, and psychologists (for instance) are often supportive of people’s “faith experience.”  The feeling is that believing in something (almost anything) is a positive, life-affirming thing and should be encouraged – it sure is a lot better than choosing despair!  As long as the belief is sincere it is commended.  Faith is often patronized in the same breath as it is commended.
Lest Anyone Should Boast

I think this position comes in part from confusing faith with grace – we are indeed saved by grace (not works), lest “any man should boast.”  Since knowledge “puffs up”, it is sometimes said that Christianity must be based on faith so that no one can boast.  There is perhaps some truth to this, but consider the fact that it’s perfectly easy to be proud of the magnitude of our faith.  In fact, this pride is spiritual pride (rather than intellectual pride) and so is arguably worse!   
Inherent Ambiguity in God’s Revelation

It is often contended that God refuses to over-reveal himself, that he doesn’t want to “force” faith with slam-dunk proof.  Thus, only those already disposed to believe will believe, and those not so disposed will remain in unbelief.  The evidence is just hazy enough that no firm conclusion can be logically made.  The evidence for Christianity is ambiguous.


Faith as Personal Trust

Belief “in” a person – that is, in Jesus – has great emphasis in the Gospel.  It is rightly stressed that we are not simply asked to “believe” in a set of statements (whether purported facts or recommended values), but asked to personally Trust the One who is our Lord.

Why Jesus?

But why Jesus and not someone else?  That’s the million dollar question.  And it brings the whole “faith as belief” issue back to the table  So you can’t divorce “trust in” faith from “belief that” faith.


Why is Faith Necessary?
Faith as “Future Good”

After rejecting some of the positions mentioned above, I still believe that one major reason faith is necessary is that it was often future-directed.  A huge part of the personal relationship – Trust – we have with the Lord is that we must trust Him to order our steps, protect us, and lead us home to be with Him – in the future.  Since this hasn’t happened yet – we are counting on him to do it, and it thus requires faith.    All true, but I don’t think it is the fundamental reason.  
This type of faith has a foundation.  This foundation is understanding that Jesus has the power and goodness to be trusted in this regard.  But why should Jesus be trusted?  That’s the deeper question. 
Knowledge of Reality Itself

It is notoriously difficult to know the Ultimate Reality, the Transcendent, the Ground of Being – as it is in itself.  Kant pointed out that we are bound to our own categories and conceptual structure as our only means of interpreting “Reality.”  Therefore our understanding will be limited, partial, and possibly so flawed as to be misleading.  No one knows.  

As a matter of practical experience, almost every position has been taken concerning ultimate matters:  whether there is a theistic God, or pantheism is true, or polytheistic gods, or no god at all.  Whether Reality is ultimately intelligent and spiritual or simply the material universe.  Whether there is any basis of “right” and wrong”, or (these days) even “true” or “false”, or whether these concepts are personal/communal feelings of preference.

How can we break through this impasse?  Through religion?  But it is clear (despite the attempts of the religion harmonizers) that they pull in different directions.  Through philosophy?  Philosophers are the most notorious of all for contradicting each other.
Revelation

The word “revelation” is casually thrown around in Christian sermons and conversation, but Revelation is the key to the solution.  Only if Ultimate Reality reveals itself, and only if it reveals itself within our categories, can we possibly have knowledge of the Ultimate.  So, knowledge of the transcendent means that the Transcendent speaks to us in human terms.

The Incarnation:  Self-Disclosure of the Transcendent
We need someone who comes authoritatively to us to clear up this confusion.  Jesus claimed to be that One, who instantiates God’s essence in human form, who speaks God’s words to us.

Notice that it is impossible by definition for us to go behind the curtain, so to speak, and verify whether what he says is true.  We cannot climb up to heaven to see if God is just like Jesus.  The reason he has to say “Trust Me”, is because there is no other choice.  
And so, why is faith necessary?  Answer:  Faith is not some extra thing that God tacked on, or some arbitrary requirement.  It is logically necessary, based upon the fact that we humans are limited but need The Answer – and that the only possibility of appropriating an Answer of this kind requires trust in the messenger.  There’s just no getting around it.
Grounds for Trust

But Jesus is not just any old person who makes claims.  He has presented us with his credentials:

· His character

· His miraculous power

· His explanatory power (Jewish history and religion, prophecy)

· His personal charisma

· The specifics of his death

· His resurrection!

· His teaching

· His implicit claims

· His explicit claims

· His impact on his followers

· The continuation of Christianity; flourishing through martyrdom; with revivals bringing it out of the ashes
He has given us a powerful means of personal verification

· Personal experience of his presence through the Holy Spirit

· Pragmatic, in-your-life answers to specific questions

· In context of community, with friends who also experience his Life in them

Further, these specific credentials are bolstered by an imposing array of converging evidence, such as:

· Philosophical arguments (moral arguments, comparative world-views)

· Sociology/psychology (the reality of angst and alienation, the reality of sin)

· Phenomenology of “inner experience”

· Scientific Arguments (2nd Law, Big Bang, ‘intelligent design’ arguments)

· Many others


Apologetics and the “Intellectual”
If the evidence is so compelling, why isn’t it convincing to everyone?  And why does it seem necessary to produce a complicated, intellectually sophisticated apologetic in order to provide reasons for faith?  Surely, a valid relationship with Jesus cannot be made to be available only to the intellectually elite? 

(1)  God’s revelation is as really as simple as you need to make it, and as complicated as you want to go.  A child can understand the basic message.  But if you are smart enough to ask sophisticated questions, sophisticated answers are available.  Jesus’ credentials are offered in a straightforward, plain way; and together they are impressive.  He hands all this to us on a silver platter.
(2)  In order to get around the force of the clear and straightforward evidence, people are driven to invent complications.  Obfuscation, whether carefully planned or not, often relies on complexity and sophistication.  The apologist’s task, in addition to presenting a positive case, is to answer objections.  And it often takes a stronger mind to sort out the logical fallacies and mental tricks than it does to produce them.

And so, I contend that the positive understanding of Christian evidences does not require great giftedness.  Ironically though, the clearer and more straightforward the evidence for Christianity, the more tortuous the response must be, and therefore the most rigorous the defense must be!   

Note that Jesus does not ask us to believe the evidences themselves “by faith”, but invites us to “try the spirits” and “test everything; hold fast to what is good.”  But once having understood his credentials, he asks us to trust him to tell us what we could never figure out by ourselves. 
That’s why we need faith. 


Summary
The notion of “faith” is foundational for Christianity, but I believe the nature of faith and its rationale is widely misunderstood even among Christian apologists.

Faith is needed, but not for the usual reasons:  it is not necessary because God’s revelation is ambiguous, or because only the intellectually gifted can achieve knowledge, or because all knowledge is probabilistic, or many other reasons typically given.  

It is necessary precisely because Jesus claims to bring us a message about the nature of Ultimate Reality - and we can’t go behind the curtain, so to speak, to verify this claim on our own.  We must logically take this on personal trust.  But this is trust that has been earned, and we don’t need to take Jesus’ credentials on trust.  
