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1
C H A P T E R

Faith and Reason I

Reason and Christian Faith 1.1

The title of this book includes two terms that may seem incompatible: reason 
and faith. Many people assume that religious beliefs or faith can only be opin-
ions and conjectures about the unknown and unknowable. The very fact that 
there are so many different religions, often with widely differing beliefs and 
practices, seems to prove that religious beliefs are simply opinions and are not 
open to reasonable discussion and investigation. 

The central aim of this book is to show that reason and Christian belief are 
neither contradictory nor mutually exclusive. In fact, the two are inseparable. 
Reason, aided by Christian faith, reveals truths about the universe and humans 
that reason alone could never have reached. Conversely, Christian faith needs 
reason to communicate its beliefs clearly, to arrange those beliefs systematically, 
to guard it from straying into fanaticism or error, and to provide answers to 
reasonable objections to those beliefs. 

Specifically, this study considers Christian theology—the reasonable study 
of the Christian faith. Theological studies have sometimes been mocked as use-
less theoretical debates about such topics as “how many angels can dance on the 
head of a pin.” The argument of this book is that theology is intensely practi-
cal, because religious beliefs, or lack of beliefs, profoundly shape the way people 
understand the world and how they live in the world. Theology helps clarify 
basic religious beliefs and explores how they influence all aspects of life.

The third main word in the book’s title, tradition, essentially means “a way 
of life” or “customs” passed down through the generations. This word is used 
in different ways: A family has certain holiday traditions; different nations and 
peoples have traditional music, dances, or food. 

In this book, Tradition refers to the specific way of thinking that is the 
Roman Catholic theological tradition—a way of combining reason with reli-
gious faith that has been passed down from generation to generation for two 
thousand years. This raises some questions: In a world full of many different 
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religious and theological traditions, isn’t it rather narrow-minded, or even prej-
udiced, to focus on just the Catholic tradition? Wouldn’t it be better to be more 
inclusive, and study a diverse range of theological ideas? 

The reasons for focusing specifically on the Catholic tradition will be dis-
cussed in detail in section 1.11. For now, consider three brief points:

 1. Any theological thinking must be thinking within a specific theological tra-
dition: it is simply impossible to think theologically in general. 

 2. The Catholic theological tradition has a rich, two-thousand-year-old 
intellectual and spiritual heritage that has profoundly influenced West-
ern culture and, through Western culture, the rest of the world. Anyone 
wishing to gain a clear understanding of that culture must also consider 
this heritage. 

 3. While this study focuses on Roman Catholic thought, it does not exclude 
important contributions from non-Catholic thinkers (for example, C. S. 
Lewis and Hans-Georg Gadamer). 

This study is not technical, explaining in detail what theology is, or how 
theology works. Rather, the text addresses certain basic theological issues and 
questions (for example: Can one prove that God exists? Do science and reli-
gion contradict one another?) and considers how the Catholic tradition com-
bines faith and reason in its response to these questions. The text also considers 
some basic Christian beliefs (for example: that God is a Trinity, that the Bible is 
God’s word, that people spend eternity in either heaven or hell after death) and 
explores how faith and reason relate in these specific beliefs. 

Before discussing Christian theology specifically, however, the text explores 
how reason relates to human religious belief in general. Trying to gain a bet-
ter understanding of that sometimes-strange human activity called religion is a 
good place to start. 

Why Study Religious Beliefs? 1.2

People wishing to understand the world and its inhabitants must consider the 
influence of religious beliefs. Billions of people throughout the world identify 
themselves as members of religious traditions,1 following major religious tradi-
tions such as Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism as well as 
countless smaller or lesser-known traditions. Every society in human history has 
had some kind of religious belief. One has only to follow the news to know that 
religion and religious beliefs play a central role in a variety of national and inter-
national issues: the conflicts in the Middle East, political debates on the role 

1. The interactive chart “Major Religions of the World Ranked by Number of Adherents” is 
accessible at http://chartsbin.com/view/3nr. 
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of Hinduism in Indian society, the discussion on teaching evolution in public 
schools, and public policy debates on same-sex marriage and abortion. 

At the personal level, the majority of people, even those who do not reg-
ularly attend religious services or follow an organized religion, sooner or later 
confront “religious” questions. For example, when a close friend or family mem-
ber passes away, one may wonder, “What happened to my loved one? Is she in 
a better place? Will I see her again?” As young people consider which career to 
pursue or which college major to choose, the question may arise, even if vaguely, 
“What is the purpose of my life?” or, more specifically, “Does God have a plan 
for me?” Perhaps as a couple considers marriage, each may wonder, “Is this the 
person whom I was meant to marry?” 

These questions are religious to the extent that they all imply the existence 
of a supernatural reality—a reality completely different from one’s everyday 
experience in this world. Such questions ask whether everyday life has a mean-
ing given to it by a supernatural power. Notice that even atheists face religious 
questions, even if only by the choice not to believe in a reality beyond this world.

From these general and personal considerations, it is clear that religion is a 
central dimension of human life and, thus, an important subject of study. 

The Heart of Religion: Encountering the 
Transcendent 1.3

Defining the term religion more closely is the next step. Buddhism, Hinduism, 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are commonly referred to as religions. People 
such as the Lakota and the Hopi, and various indigenous groups throughout 
the world have religious traditions. History tells of ancient Greek, Roman, and 
Babylonian religions. However, it is difficult to identify what exactly makes all of 
these religions. What do they have in common? 

Clearly it is not just a belief in God. While Jews, Christians, and Muslims 
are monotheists (believers in one God), the ancient Greeks were polytheists 
(believers in many gods). Other traditions speak not of gods but of spirits or other 
supernatural beings. While Buddhism accepts the existence of gods and spirits, 
the Buddha’s teaching focused not on these supernatural powers but on the abil-
ity of humans to achieve a state of perfect peace known as Nirvana. So once again 
the question arises: Is there a common link that unites these various beliefs?

In his classic study The Idea of the Holy, German philosopher, theologian, 
and historian Rudolf Otto (1869–1937) claims to have found the common link.2 
Otto identifies the primary source of all religious feeling in the common human 
encounter with what he calls “the numinous.” The Christian writer C. S. Lewis 
summarizes Otto’s concept well: 

2. Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy (London: Oxford University Press, 1923). 
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Suppose that you were told that there was a tiger in the next room: you 
would know that you were in danger and would probably feel fear. But 
if you were told “There is a ghost in the next room,” and believed it, you 
would feel, indeed, what is often called fear, but of a different kind. It 
would not be based on the knowledge of danger, for no one is primarily 
afraid of what a ghost may do to him, but of the mere fact that it is a 
ghost. . . . Now suppose that you were told simply, “There is a mighty 
spirit in the room,” and believed it. Your feeling would then be even less 
like the mere feeling of danger; but the disturbance would be profound. 
You would feel wonder and a certain shrinking—a sense of inadequacy 
to cope with such a visitant and of prostration before it . . . This feeling 
may be described as awe, and the object which excites it as the Numinous.3 

Otto uses the Latin phrase mysterium tremendum et fascinans to sum up his 
understanding of the numinous. Mysterium refers to the “wholly other”: something 
people experience as completely different from ordinary human knowledge and 
experience. Tremendum refers 
to the overwhelming power 
of the numinous presence: 
people become acutely aware 
of their human limitations 
and can only react by fall-
ing to their knees in worship. 
Otto illustrates this term with 
two biblical examples: When 
Moses encounters God in the 
burning bush, “Moses hid his 
face, for he was afraid to look 
at God” (Exod 3:6). After 
Jesus had performed a miracle, 
Simon Peter fell before Jesus 
and said, “ Depart from me, 
Lord, for I am a sinful man” 
(Luke 5:8). 

However, the numinous 
is also fascinans—it attracts a 
person in spite of the person’s 
fear and dread. This double 
reaction can be illustrated in 
that most people, even while 
experiencing some fear, are 

In this terracotta relief, eighteenth-century Italian 
artist Angelo Bigari captures the ambiguity of 
religious experience: Moses is attracted to, yet 
overwhelmed by, the mysterious power of God’s 
presence.

3. C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (New York: Macmillan, 1978), 17.
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attracted to and even fascinated by ghost stories or other paranormal accounts. 
At more developed levels, Otto finds the fascinans in the Christian’s desire for the 
beatific vision of God (seeing God “face-to-face”) and in the Buddhist’s desire for 
Nirvana—that state of pure peace and bliss that is beyond all human language 
and even conception. 

Scholar of world religions, Mircea Eliade4 (1907–1986), agrees that all 
religions share a common belief in a realm of otherworldly, numinous reality, 
a realm he calls the “sacred,” in contrast to the realm of the profane (everyday, 
visible reality).5 Religions, Eliade adds, use this distinction to divide the world 
into sacred space (such as temples, altars, or sacred places in nature where the 
numinous may be encountered) and profane space (all other places of ordinary 
human activity); they divide time into sacred time (such as special times of year 
marked by festivals and religious rituals) and profane time (all other times of 
ordinary human activity). 

A general term that covers both Otto’s concept of the numinous and 
Eliade’s concept of the sacred is the word transcendent, referring to a reality that 
transcends, or goes beyond, natural, everyday human experience. The belief in 
the transcendent is at the heart of all religions. 

Transcendence and the Meaning of Life 1.4

The personal religious questions mentioned in section 1.2—“What is the pur-
pose of life?” or “Is this the person whom I was meant to marry?”—are questions 
about meaning, and they are clearly transcendent questions. They presume that 
life has a meaning beyond itself. 

Consider how some common, everyday expressions also presuppose that 
life has a transcendent meaning. When one experiences an unpleasant or even 
tragic event, a friend may try to offer comfort by saying, “Everything happens 
for a reason.” In the face of a disappointment, one might say, “I guess it wasn’t 
meant to be.” Notice that such statements seem to imply that a transcendent 
power has a plan.

Philosophically inclined people might ask themselves if human life has 
meaning and purpose rather than being the result of a random collection of cells, 
tissues, and organs that, through blind chance, evolved the ability to think. (This 
question will be discussed in chapter 4.)

Raising questions about meaning is an essential human characteristic, and 
a central function of any religious tradition is precisely to provide believers with 
a sense of meaning. The person who encounters the numinous is not left with 

4. An overview of the life and thought of Mircea Eliade by Brian Rennie in the 1998 Routledge 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy is accessible at www.westminster.edu/staff/brennie/eliade/mebio.htm. 

5. Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace, 1959). 
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only fear and terror but is given an orientation and a mission that help to make 
sense of daily life. To return to Otto’s examples, after Moses’ encounter with 
God, Moses is sent to free his people from Egypt; after Peter’s encounter with 
Jesus, Peter is sent out as an apostle. Eliade describes how discovering a sacred 
space—a manifestation of the sacred—gives structure and meaning to life. He 
equates this discovery with the creation of the world because it helps make sense 
of a world that can seem chaotic and even terrifying.6

All societies have asked questions about the meaning of human life; count-
less millions have asked and continue to ask questions about the meaning of 
their individual lives. The question is a transcendent one because it is oriented 
toward ultimate meaning, a meaning that transcends that which any individual 
person or group can give to human life. 

People, then, have a sense that a transcendent reality gives meaning to vis-
ible reality. However, this sense raises questions: Why? What gives people the 
idea that the invisible gives meaning to the visible?

Moral Law: Sign of the Transcendent 1.5

The first part of C. S. Lewis’s7 book Mere Christianity is titled, “Right and 
Wrong as a Clue to the Meaning of the Universe.”8 Lewis points out that all 
humans of every culture have the same basic sense of right and wrong. Some 
details vary, but all cultures share the sense that such actions as lying, stealing, 
and committing adultery are truly wrong—not just wrong in the opinion of 
some people. Notice that when people do lie or steal, they often try to rational-
ize or justify their behavior—proving that they accept the common standards of 
right and wrong but are simply arguing that their particular behavior qualifies as 
an exception. Lewis calls this common set of ethical standards the Moral Law. 

What is the ultimate source of this Moral Law? Lewis shows that individual 
societies could not simply have invented it—or else how could one explain why 
the basic ethical standards of the ancient Egyptians, ancient Chinese, medieval 
Europeans, and modern Americans (all cultures that developed with no direct 
contact with one another) are essentially the same? 

Nor can the Moral Law simply be based on instinct, because natural 
instincts are often contradictory. When another person is in danger, for exam-
ple, one has a natural instinct to offer help, but one also has an equally natural 
instinct of self-preservation that prompts one to avoid danger. The Moral Law 
helps people decide which instinct to follow. 

6. Eliade, Sacred and Profane, 20–22.
7. A video overview of the life and work of C. S. Lewis is accessible at https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=YHCztUy3kGU (time 0:24:21).
8. C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (London: HarperCollins, 2001; orig. pub. 1952), 1–32.
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The Moral Law, Lewis concludes, can only come from a transcendent 
source—a supernatural power. Humans did not invent it but feel obligated to 
obey it. The Moral Law, then, is a sign that a transcendent power, the author of 
the Moral Law,9 really does exist. 

Personal Experience: 
Sign of the Transcendent 1.6

Perhaps you have stood outside in the evening, watching a sunset. The air is 
still and cool; the light on the distant horizon is streaked with a palette of soft 
colors. A feeling of infinite peace comes over you;  however, the feeling only lasts 
a moment—a child asks you a question, you hear the sound of an airplane over-
head, you recall a bill you forgot to pay—and the spell is broken. You have had 
an experience of the transcendent—a sense of peace and beauty that does not 
seem to belong to everyday reality but seems to point beyond it. 

A feeling of unlimited love and a sense of responsibility for new life over-
whelm many parents holding their newborn babies for the first time. The bio-
logical facts of how babies are conceived and born cannot describe or even begin 
to explain the experience. Parents speak of being overcome with the wonder of a 
new life that they did not create but that was given to them as a gift. Babies are 
commonly described as “little miracles.” This description expresses the feeling 
that some experiences are simply beyond the ordinary—they touch on some-
thing transcendent. 

At times the experience of the transcendent can take the form of dissatis-
faction with this world, restlessness, a longing for something more, something 
better. People are often frustrated with their lack of ability to communicate, to 
find meaning in school or work, to find peace in their family life. This dissatis-
faction comes not only at times of frustration or unhappiness but also at times 
of contentment, when life is good. Following experiences of the best of what life 
can offer—love, beauty, peace, deep joy—people often find themselves longing 
for more. Those moments of happiness don’t last, but they do awaken a desire 
for something on a completely different scale: perfect, lasting love and perfect, 
eternal peace. 

The great Christian theologian Augustine (354–430 CE) describes that 
experience of longing and desire with these words, “Our hearts are restless until 
they rest in thee, O Lord” (Confessions 1.1.1). Even the atheist philosopher Frie-
drich Nietzsche (1844–1900) knew this longing. In his most famous work, Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra, the line “All joy wants eternity—wants deep, deep eternity” is 
repeated several times.

9. An excerpt from Mere Christianity (book 1, chapter 2) in which C. S. Lewis argues that Moral 
Law is a sign that absolute truth exists is accessible at www.pbs.org/wgbh/questionofgod/ownwords 
/mere1.html.
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If people have a longing for something that this world seemingly cannot 
provide, a longing for a perfect world, from where did that longing come? 

Reason and Truth: 
Signs of the Transcendent 1.7

The Catholic theologian Karl Rahner argues that the experience of transcen-
dence is found not only in special encounters with the numinous but also in the 
very structure of the human person.10 In every experience, people are aware not 
only of their own human limitations but, at the same time, of the possibility of 
transcending those limitations. Human experiences—the ordinary as well as the 
extraordinary—point beyond themselves to a “transcendent horizon.” Consider 
a hypothetical example: 

Jeff claims to be a complete skeptic: He denies that any absolute, objective 
truth exists. “Truth,” he claims, is  really based on people’s perceptions. Every 

An elderly man wakes up suddenly in the middle of the night, thinking 
about an old friend with whom he has lost contact. He cannot get back 
to sleep, so he reads some magazines, gets a drink, and finally goes 
back to bed—all the while still thinking of his friend and wondering 
how he is doing. In the morning, he calls his friend’s sister. “I’m so glad 
you called,” she tells him, “John just passed away last night.”

Over the course of two years during World War II, a woman lost 
three sons who were serving as soldiers. On each occasion, she had a 
vivid dream and knew even before she received the news that one of 
her sons had fallen. 

I have heard these stories from reliable sources; many have heard 
similar accounts. While these and similar stories can be dismissed as 
coincidence or exaggeration, one wonders if that is the most reason-
able explanation? When faced with events that have no natural expla-
nation, perhaps the most sensible response is to admit that reason 
is limited and leave open the possibility of an explanation that tran-
scends ordinary experience. 

Transcendence and Death 1.6.1

10. See Karl Rahner, Foundations of Christian Faith: An Introduction to the Idea of Christianity 
(New York: Seabury Press, 1978), 14–35.
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society, he insists, has had its own subjective opinions about truth, and strong or 
ruthless societies usually impose their version of truth on weaker societies. 

But notice the logical problem in Jeff ’s analysis: if it is true that there is no 
such thing as truth, then there is at least one statement ( Jeff ’s) that is in fact 
true. However, if Jeff ’s statement is true, then Jeff ’s claim that there is no truth 
makes no sense. By the very act of denying truth, Jeff in fact shows that absolute 
truth must exist. 

Most people realize that their own thoughts and opinions will always be 
limited (whether because of their prejudices, lack of knowledge, or limited expe-
riences). At the same time, most are also aware that it is necessary for this abso-
lute truth to exist, or humans would never be able to think at all. How else would 
people know that their grasp of truth is limited, unless they had a sense of an 
absolute truth? With this intimation, this glimpse into absolute truth, people 
transcend themselves—they know there is an absolute horizon of truth that 
is infinitely beyond their (or any other human’s) knowledge and control. They 
become aware of the transcendent.

Is Belief in the Transcendent Just Wishful 
Thinking? Responding to Some Challenges 1.8

Thus far, it’s been noted that all societies known to historians have expressed 
belief in the existence of a transcendent realm. While it’s true that they have 
described this realm in different ways (e.g., as Nirvana or heaven or as Mount 
Olympus), in every case, these societies have agreed that a realm beyond every-
day, visible reality does exist, and that this transcendent realm gives meaning to 
human life. 

It’s also been noted that people encounter the transcendent through their 
deep desire to find meaning in life (e.g., “Does everything happen for a reason?”) 
or through experiencing things that defy ordinary explanations. The sense of the 
transcendent is also manifest in the experience of a moral law not invented by 
humans, in the restless desire for deep, lasting peace and perfect joy, and in one’s 
implicit sense that absolute truth must exist. 

Various sociologists and psychologists have put forth theories attempting to 
explain the universal human awareness of and desire for the transcendent. Karl 
Marx (1818–1883) believed that the ruling classes fabricated religious beliefs to 
keep the oppressed working classes in a passive state. Religion, Marx asserted, 
is “the opium of the people,” the false promise of an invisible world of peace 
and justice that distracts workers from demanding their rights in this world.11 

11. Karl Marx, “Introduction” to Critique of Hegel ’s Philosophy of Right, trans. A. Jolin and J. 
O’Malley, Cambridge Studies in the History and Theory of Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1977; orig. pub. 1844).
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Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) argued that religious beliefs arose as civilizations 
projected their need for a protective father figure onto a supernatural realm. In 
order to feel better in a dangerous, unpredictable world, humans invented the 
myth of a kindly father in the sky who watches over them.12 

Such explanations are far too simplistic. Neither Marx nor Freud addressed 
a basic question: why do humans insistently seek meaning beyond the bound-
aries of this world? One can agree with Marx that many humans suffer under 
oppressive working conditions, but why would they seek escape from these con-
ditions in a transcendent realm? There are plenty of earthly escapes, after all. 
One can agree with Freud that humans have a deep desire for security, but why 
seek that security in an invisible world? Doesn’t it make more sense to look for 
security in a world one can see? Why and how did people come up with this 
belief in this other world in the first place? 

Commenting on this persistent belief in a transcendent world, Lewis 
reflects that

Creatures are not born with desires unless satisfaction for those desires 
exists. A baby feels hunger: well, there is such a thing as food. A duck-
ling wants to swim: well, there is such a thing as water. Men feel sexual 
desire: well, there is such a thing as sex. If I find in myself a desire 
which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable expla-
nation is that I was made for another world.13

Such arguments suggest that it is reasonable to take the world of the tran-
scendent seriously as an object of study.

Religious Studies and Theology 1.9

If indeed it is important to study religious beliefs, then how should one under-
take such a study? Two general approaches are religious studies and theology. 

The first approach, religious studies, has had many labels: history of religions, 
philosophy of religions, comparative religions, or simply religious studies, the term 
that will be used in this text. The religious studies scholar focuses on human reli-
gious experience as a specific field of academic study. A common procedure is to 
gather data on religions from various times and places and then study and inter-
pret this data, focusing especially on beliefs and practices shared by all religious 
traditions. Eliade’s The Sacred and the Profane is a classic work in this discipline. 
From his studies of a variety of religions, Eliade identifies common beliefs, such 
as the division of the world into the sacred and profane, and common practices, 

12. See, for example, Freud’s book, The Future of an Illusion (New York: Norton, 1989; orig. pub. 1927).
13. Lewis, Mere Christianity, 136–37.
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such as rituals marking sacred times, which give deep insight into the nature of 
religion as a human activity. 

The goal of religious studies is to describe religious beliefs and actions as 
objectively as possible.14 This makes the approach of religious studies depart-
ments, found in many state universities, similar to approaches taken in depart-
ments of sociology or anthropology. Scholars and students working in the area 
of religious studies avoid the question of whether a transcendent world exists. 
They aim to keep personal views about the transcendent apart from their analy-
sis of religions and religious beliefs. 

In contrast, the second approach—theology—begins by accepting the 
reality of the transcendent and attempting to better understand that reality. 
In other words, the theologian begins with a faith commitment to a specific 
religious tradition (e.g., Jewish, Muslim, Christian, Lakota), and uses reason to 
better understand that tradition’s beliefs. Saint Anselm15 (ca. 1033–1109 CE) 
offered a definition of theology that has been widely embraced: “faith seeking 
understanding.” 

Breaking down the word theology into its two Greek root words gives fur-
ther insight into the task of this discipline. In Greek, theos means “God” or “a 
god”; the related adjective theios refers to divine things. The root word logos 
means a “study” or “disciplined use of reason.” Logos is a familiar term for many 
as it is a common part of many English words, such as biology: the study of life. 

It would be easy to conclude from this comparison that religious studies 
deals with facts (e.g., some societies believe in God; others believe in many gods) 
while theology deals with unprovable opinions (e.g., there is one God; Jesus is 
divine). It would be more accurate, however, to conclude that theology is con-
cerned with meaning, in particular, with ultimate meaning. Does human life have 
a transcendent meaning or not? Did a transcendent power create the universe 
and give it meaning? These are not simply interesting but, ultimately, pointless 
speculations about things one can never truly know. Rather, they are serious 
questions about the ultimate nature of reality and human life. If God really does 
exist, if there really is a heaven or hell, they make a difference in how one lives. 
Such questions lie at the heart of the theologian’s work. 

Although theology deals with beliefs about the transcendent, theologians 
insist that one can deal with this “other world” by using reason. While the 

14. Two classics in the field illustrate this procedure: William James, The Varieties of Religious 
Experience, Great Books in Philosophy (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2002; orig. pub. 1902), 
analyzes various religious experiences from a psychological point of view without raising the ques-
tion of their objective reality; G. Van der Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifestation, trans. J. E. 
Turner (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986; orig. pub. 1933), uses a “phenomenological” 
approach—a method that attempts to give an exact description of the data without imposing value 
judgments on it.

15. An overview of the life and work of Saint Anselm is accessible at plato.stanford.edu/entries 
/anselm/.
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starting point of theology is in faith—the faith that a transcendent world 
does exist—once this starting point is granted, the theologian aims to apply 
reason in a way that is just as rigorous and disciplined as in other academic 
fields of study.

The essential difference between theology and other academic disciplines 
lies less in its methodology than in its subject matter. Theology insists on the 
reasonable examination of all reality—both this-worldly and transcendent. 
Theologians believe access to the transcendent, however, cannot come directly 
through reason. It comes only through faith, a faith that is reasonable. 

The Role of Traditions in Theological 
Thinking  1.10

In his book Truth and Method, the philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer argues 
that while the scientific method (observation, hypothesis formation, testing) is 
appropriate for understanding and attaining truth in the natural sciences, truth 
and understanding are attained in a fundamentally different way in other fields 
of study such as art, history, or philosophy.16 Gadamer insists that one can arrive 
at real truth and understanding, not just opinions, in these latter fields; one 
simply can’t get there by using methods designed for the natural sciences. The 
method appropriate for seeking truth within humanities and fine arts involves 
accepting a certain tradition and thinking within it.

Take the discipline of history, for example. A historical event, such as the 
Cuban revolution of 1959 when the Communists under Fidel Castro took 
power, cannot be replicated in the laboratory or scientifically tested. People know 
about this event only through material evidence or the oral or written testimony 
of eyewitnesses. How they interpret that event, however, is shaped by particular 
traditions. If interpreted from within a Western tradition that values individual 
freedom and free markets, one may see it as a great disaster and loss of freedom 
for Cubans. If interpreted from within a socialist or Communist tradition that 
prioritizes the good of the community and centralized economic planning, one 
may to see it as an improvement for Cuba. 

The same type of understanding applies to philosophical texts. The West-
ern philosophical tradition, for example, shapes the way Westerners think about 
the world. Thinkers such as Plato, Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas, and Descartes 
have shaped how Westerners think about good and evil, cause and effect, and 
even science and religion. In contrast, a person influenced by Eastern tradition 
would think about these topics differently. Thus when studying a philosophi-
cal text, one cannot pretend to be a scientifically objective and neutral observer. 
One must be aware that one’s perception and understanding of the text has been 

16. Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd rev. ed. (New York: Continuum, 1994). 
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fundamentally shaped by a particular tradition. People always read with certain 
prejudices, literally “prejudgments.”

Most people are taught that prejudice is a bad thing. However, Gadamer’s 
point is that certain prejudices, or prejudgments, are necessary; otherwise, one 
couldn’t begin to think at all. 

At the same time, this does not mean that a person’s thoughts and beliefs 
are simply imprisoned within a particular tradition. Rather, as people become 
more self-aware of how traditions have shaped their basic assumptions, they are 
able to think critically about them. Encounters with other traditions, other ways 
of thinking, may lead people to rethink certain assumptions or see them in a 
new light. Here Gadamer17speaks of a “fusion of horizons”—an insight from 
one tradition (horizon) can “fuse” or merge with an insight from another tradi-
tion (horizon), producing a deeper understanding than could be gained through 
thinking in either tradition alone. 

Theology’s Method: Thinking within 
a Theological Tradition 1.11

Using a hypothetical example shows how Gadamer’s insights might apply to 
understanding within the Christian theological tradition. Jane, a college fresh-
man, although from a Christian background, doesn’t attend church regularly, and 
doesn’t consider herself particularly religious. One Friday night, she learns that 
her best friend Maureen has been killed in a car crash. A thousand thoughts and 
emotions begin to race through Jane’s mind: shock, disbelief, confusion, anger, 
guilt. Some of her thoughts take a theological turn: “Where was God when the 
accident happened?” “How could God take Maureen’s life when she was still 
so young?” “Why does God allow such terrible things to happen?” She is angry 
with God but, at the same time, feels guilty about her anger. She feels that she 
should pray, but doesn’t know what to say. 

Jane’s questions and emotions are complex and even confused. Notice, 
though, that simply by asking certain questions, Jane shows that she is already 
thinking within a certain theological tradition and assumes that certain beliefs 
about God are true. She assumes, first, that there is one God, rather than many 
gods or other spiritual powers. When she wonders why God did not prevent the 
accident, she seems to assume that God is all-powerful, that God can control all 
events in the world. Jane also seems to assume that God is generally kind and 
caring toward humans. This is the source of her confusion and anger: If God is 
good and all-powerful, how could he allow an innocent person’s life to be taken 
in such a senseless way? 

17. An overview of the life and work of Gadamer is accessible at plato.stanford.edu/entries 
/gadamer. See especially section 3.1 on the positivity of prejudice and 3.2 on the fusion of horizons. 
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Jane’s thinking, then, is shaped by several fundamental theological assump-
tions. Why does she have these unquestioned assumptions? Despite not attend-
ing church regularly or participating in formal religious education as a child, 
Jane had learned certain beliefs from her family. Then, as she grew older, she was 
influenced by ideas she picked up in school, from her own reading, and from 
everyday interactions with friends and other peers. 

Where did her family, peers, and teachers pick up their religious ideas? 
The short answer is from the Christian tradition, or, more precisely, the 
Judeo-Christian tradition.18 Through thousands of years of history, Jewish and 
Christian theological ideas have spread in myriad ways through many nations 
in the world and have shaped the thinking, directly or indirectly, of billions of 
people, including Jane’s family, peers, teachers, community, culture—and, thus, 
Jane herself. 

If Jane had been raised in a different tradition, for example, Buddhist, 
she would have asked different questions. She would have experienced the 
same basic human emotions of shock and sadness, but the way in which she 
reflected on her friend’s death would have been shaped by such traditional 
Buddhist concepts as reincarnation (the idea of rebirth into another life), good 
and bad karma, and Nirvana. She would not have asked how the one creator, 
God, could allow her friend to die, because Buddhists do not believe in an 
all-powerful creator God.

The example supports the idea that thinking in fields such as theology 
must be guided by a particular tradition—Jane cannot simultaneously accept 
the Christian belief that Maureen is in heaven and the Buddhist belief that 
Maureen will be reborn in another life-form according to her level of karma. 

At the same time, following Gadamer’s thought, Jane still has the freedom 
to think critically about her own tradition. For example, Jane might question 
the traditional view that God is all-powerful and all good in the light of her 
friend’s seemingly senseless death. If she seeks answers within the Christian 
tradition (for example, through reading the Bible or speaking with a pastor), 
she will ask her questions in a more theological way—using reason to try to 
better understand traditional beliefs. Gadamer’s point is that even in question-
ing a traditional view, Jane should be aware that the very questions and the 
way in which these questions are asked have already been deeply influenced 
by that tradition. A person simply cannot approach the basic questions of the 
meaning of life except by means of a particular tradition. 

18. The Christian theological tradition is founded on Jewish conceptions of God and God’s 
relationship with humans. However, as it developed, the Christian theological tradition quickly took 
on a distinctive shape (e.g., in conceiving of God as a Trinity); and this fact justifies reference to the 
“Christian theological tradition” throughout the book.
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Studying the Catholic Tradition 
in a Pluralistic World 1.12

The study of religious traditions—especially the study of the major religious tra-
ditions such as Judaism, Islam, or Hinduism that have influenced and shaped 
the thoughts and actions of countless millions of people—helps people under-
stand both human societies and their own search for meaning. 

Why then study the Christian theological tradition in particular? The rea-
sons are many. The tradition is two thousand years old, not counting its deep 
roots in the Jewish tradition, and it has produced, and continues to produce, a 
rich theological reflection on the transcendent. Christian theological ideas have 
deeply influenced every aspect of Western culture, and many non-Western cul-
tures. Because the Christian tradition is closely related, historically and theolog-
ically, to the Jewish and Muslim traditions, the study of Christian theology can 
shed light on these other traditions as well. 

Yet the Christian tradition is made up of a vast variety of more specific 
traditions. There are various Orthodox traditions, the Roman Catholic tradi-
tion, traditions arising from the Protestant Reformation, and many more. Why 
focus on the Catholic tradition in particular? Like the Orthodox traditions, the 
Catholic tradition traces its beginnings to the earliest years of Christianity. The 
Catholic Church has been enormously influential in shaping religious, political, 
and cultural history, especially in the West, and remains a powerful spiritual and 
cultural force to this day. In addition, the Catholic theological tradition contin-
ues to shape Christian thinking and culture. 

Although this book focuses on the Catholic theological tradition, it will 
draw on insights from other theological traditions. Already the text has consid-
ered the thought of Otto, Eliade, Lewis, and Gadamer, all non-Catholics. Open-
ness to recognizing truth in other traditions is a fundamental characteristic of 
Catholic theology.

 More specifically, this book frequently uses the term traditional or 
orthodox Christianity to refer to beliefs and practices shared by Catholic, Ortho-
dox, and many Protestant and evangelical churches. Many of these shared beliefs 
are expressed in the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds—important early Christian 
summaries of beliefs.

Because it is impossible to cover the entire Catholic theological tradition, 
this book focuses on a central theme of the tradition: the relationship between 
reason and faith. Serious study of the relationship between faith and reason 
within the Catholic tradition leads not to pointless speculations about angels 
dancing on pins but to a deeper, truer, more beautiful, and more satisfying 
understanding of the world and of human life than can be obtained through 
reason alone. 
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Questions about the Text 

 1. Why have all known human cultures developed religious beliefs?
 2. What does the word transcendent mean and how is it related to 

religious beliefs? 
 3. What does it mean to ask whether human life or the universe as a whole 

has a transcendent meaning? 
 4. What are some reasons for thinking that a transcendent realm exists? 
 5. What is the root meaning of the word theology? How does the academic 

discipline of religious studies differ from theology? 
 6. Explain Gadamer’s claim that truth in artistic, historical, philosophical, or 

religious experience can only be attained by following a certain tradition.

Discussion Questions 

 1. Have you had a personal experience of the transcendent? Explain.
 2. Do you think that all people wonder about religious questions—questions 

about the transcendent—at some point in their lives? Why or why not? 
 3. Do you agree that it is reasonable to believe in a transcendent reality? Why 

or why not? 
 4. What are some characteristics that all religions seem to share? Why do all 

religions share these characteristics?
 5. Has the Christian tradition shaped the way in which you think about the 

existence of God, life after death, or the meaning of life? Explain.




