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Evidentialism,* theview tha onemus have reasonsto beieve in Godrationdly,
iscommonly criticized for allegedly eliminaing the possibility for jugified bdief in God
amongthe unlettered faithful. In hisimportant essay, QReason and Belief in God,OAlvin
Plantingaquestionshow evidentialism can confer epistemic judification on afourteen-
year-old theist whoisraised in acommunity where most everyonebdieves in God but
who does not assent to his thestic views onthebasis of evidence? Kelly Clark endshis
treatise agang evidentialism, Return to Reason, with the example of his grandnother
who Clark claims does not have sufficient evidence to bdieve in God on evidentiadism@®
criteriafor knowledge If thisis so, Clark complaing Qhen my grandnmother has anodic
defectN shebdievesin God withoutsufficient propostiond evidence. [E] It isdifficult
for meto imaginetha God has put her in acognitive situaion which makes her bdief in
God postively irrationd.3 These untoward consquences have led certain theists to
reject evidentialism altogaher. Jay Wood summarizes this anti-evidentialist argument
thisway:

Not only does seeking to secure judification for religiousbdief throughargument

limit thenumber of bdiefs we can besaid judifiably to bdieve, butit also

severely restricts the nunber of people who can actively participae in thetask of
judifying even minimal thesm. [...] Evenif itispossibleto prove Godd

! Or stated negatively, evidentialism is the view that belief in God is not properly basic as
reformed epistemologists are noted for claiming. Often, evidentialists structure epistemic justification
combining classical foundationalism and internalism. One example of evidentialism is exemplified by
Gary Habermas, CEvidential Apologetics,Oin Five Views on Apologetics, ed. Steven B. Cowan (Grand
Rapids. Zondervan, 2000), 92-121.

2 Alvin Plantinga, (Reason and Belief in God,Oin Faith and Rationality, ed. Alvin Plantinga and
Nicholas Wolterstorff (Grand Rapids. Eerdmans, 1983); reprinted in The Analytic Theist: An Alvin
Plantinga Reader, ed. James F. Sennett (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 117 (page referencesrefer to
reprint ed.).

3 Kelly James Clark, Return to Reason (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 157-58.



existenceN and thistoo is roundly disputedN it is not atask to which mog
personsare suited by aptitude training or leisure time.*

Indeed, this tragic and counterintuitive consequenceN that only the philosophes
could have judtified bdief in GodN indicates to epistemologists like Plantinga Clark,
Wood, and many others tha somethingis fundamentally wrongwith evidentialism.

Another criticism agang evidentialism claims tha it obligates bdieversto
abandonther faith in circumstances when the evidence more powerfully suppots claims
tha undeminecentra tends of thefaith.” For example, suppo® ayounggraduae
student is attending aliberal theological school where her bdief in the bodily
Resurrection of Jesusis condantly assailed by her professors. Shesearches for satisfying
regjoindes in her textbooksand from her classmates, but shefindsnothing sufficient to
oveturn theevidence presented by her professors. |If evidentialism istrue(or so the
claim goes), sheoughtto follow theevidenceN even if it entails abandoning her orthodox
faith. Given this adverseresult, critics of evidentialism bdieve this occasionsareason to
reject evidentialism.

| bdieve tha these criticisms of evidentialism fail for avariety of reasons In this
paper, | will articulate onerespon that, if successful, defeats them soundly.
Furthermore, my defense of evidentialism will bring to lighta criticism of Reformed
Epistemology® (mis-)use of theHoly Spirit. My contentionistha abiblically sound
epistemology of the Holy Spirit serves a valuable role in an evidentialist® epistemic

framework and presents a difficulty for the Reformed Epistemologist.

*W. Jay Wood, Epistemology: Becoming Intellectually Virtuous, Countours of Christian
Philosophy, ed. C. Stephen Evans (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1998), 157.
® Such as William Lane Craig, GClassical Apologetics,Oin Five Views, 33-34.



The Epistemic Works of Holy Spirit

Before looking at therole of the Holy Spirit for evidentialists, 1@ like quickly to
review how the Bible describes the Holy Spirit@ epistemic works. Onestriking feature
tha different writers throughoutthe New Testament ascribeto the Holy Spirit is hisrole
asawitness or testimony.® In John15:26-27, Jesustells his disciples that the Holy Spirit
will give testimony aboutJesus alongwith the apostlesCown testimony. Thisis
significant because it parallels the Holy Spirit® testimony with thetestimony of the
apodles. Similarly, in Acts 5:32 bath the apodles and the Holy Spirit are appraised as
witnesses to the basic tenets of thegopd. Romans8:16, a passage from oneof Paul@
mog elaborate discussionson the Holy Spirit, declares that Qhe Spirit Himself testifies
with our spirit that we are children of God 3 Theauthor of 1 Johnwrites, Ot is the Spirit
who testifies, because the Spirit istruth. [. . .] If we receive thetestimony of men, the
testimony of God is greater; the onewho does notbelieve God has made him aliar,
because he has not bdieved in thetestimonythat God has given concerning his SonQ(1
John5:6b,9). Clearly Scripture teaches tha onerole of theHoly Spirit isto providea
witness or testimony to the basic truths of the gogel.

Another remarkable epistemic role of the Holy Spirit isthework of conferring
confidence and resolve to bdievers. 1 Thessalonians 1:5 declares tha the Holy Spirit
gives Gull convictionCof faith. Moreover, variouspassages of Scripture describethe

Spirit as a Geal Oor (pledgedthat provides ultimate confirmation of faith for bdievers

® In the Greek, martureo, indicates a witness who provides testimony for aclaim. Thebasic
definition of this word means Qo be awitness,0Qo come forward as a witness,0Qo bear witness to
something.O See H. Strathmann, Onartus, martureo, marturia, marturionQOin Theological Dictionary of the
New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel, trans. Geoffrey Bromiley, vol. 4 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,1967), 474-
514,

" All Scripture quotations are from the Updated New American Standard Bible.



(e.g., John3:33-34; 2 Cor. 1:21-22, 5:5; Eph. 1:13-14,4:30). TheHoly Spirit also
vouches safe bdieversCeonfidence in thar faith by dwellingin them (e.g., John14:16-17,
20;1 John2:27, 3:24, 4:13).

These two epistemic works of the Holy SpiritN providing testimony to thetruth of
Chrigtianity and conferring confidence to bdieversN are notable and need to beinduded
in arobug Christian epistemology. | propo that evidentialists can accountfor these
epistemic works of the Holy Spirit. Moreover, | will showtha theway evidentialists can
accountfor theHoly Spirit( epistemic works can allay the problems posed at the

beginning of this pger.

Evidentialism and the Holy Spirit

Evidentiaists do not need to shy away from the epistemic works of the Holy
Spirit. Indeed, by incorparating therobug epistemic roles that the Bible ascribes to the
Holy Spirit, evidentialists can present a strongreligiousepistemology that surmountits
leading detractions

First, condder the Holy Spirit® work as awitness to thetruth of the gogd.
Evidentialists can indudethe Holy Spirit® testimony as part of their evidential basis for
bdief tha God exists or tha Christianity istrue According to evidentialists, any bdief
tha is not propealy basic requires some argument, evidence, or suppoting reason of some
sort to jugify tha bdief. All nonbasic bdief will require evidential suppot in orde to
bejudified. Now, thebdief that God existsis notbasic according to many evidentialists,
so it follows that some epistemic suppott is necessary to judify tha bdief. Other

evidentialists make roomfor thebdief tha God existsto qudify asabasic bdief, but



even in this case they maintain that the bdief mug have undelying evidence tha
suppotsit? So, for thebdief tha God exists, sufficient evidence is needed to justify it.

The problem with this approach, according to Plantingaand other reformed
epistemologists, is tha many people lack sufficient evidence to bdieve in God. Sincethe
philosophical arguments for and agang the existence of God are rigorousand technical,
they worry tha very few people will have time to go over theevidence carefully, and
even amongthose who do, they may notfind sufficient evidence.

Theproblem with this criticism istha it is too closfisted aboutwhat counts as
evidence. Intheliterature, reformed epistemologists only consder classic arguments for
and agang bdief in God such as the ontological argument,® cosmologica argument,™®

1,3 and

teleological argument,** the historicity of the Resurrection,* the problem of evi
Marxist/Freudian criticisms of religiousbdief.”* Reformed epistemologists want to
saddle evidentialists only with this sort of technicd, philosophical evidence for bdief in
God.

But why should one@ evidential suppott for bdief in God only congst of these
items? Not only are there other philosophical arguments worth consdering (and more
plausble versionsof the ones they condder), but one should also consde theevidence

of thetestimony of the Holy Spirit in one&3 evidential set of reasonsfor bdief in God. As

welve already seen, a prima fade reading of Scripture teaches that oneof the epistemic

8 In correspondence, Doug Geivett suggests that this is the type of evidentialism he holds.

° Alvin Plantinga, God and Other Minds, 2d. ed. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990), 26-94.

19 pjantinga, God and Other Minds, 3-25; Clark, Return to Reason, 17-26

! Plantinga, God and Other Minds, 95-111; Clark, Return to Reason, 26-34.

12 Alvin Plantinga, Warranted Christian Belief (New Y ork: Oxford, 2000), 273-80.

'3 Plantinga, has numerous publications on the problem of evil, perhaps most notable is his God,
Freedom and Evil (New Y ork: Harper & Row, 1974); Clark, Return to Reason, 57-91.

4 Plantinga, Warranted Christian Belief, 135-63.



works of theHoly Spirit isto provideawitness for bdief in God. When oneaso
congderstha mog Chrigtiansare nottutored in philosophy of religion, it may bethecase
that many bdieversOevidential setswill primarily condgst of the testimony given by the
Holy Spirit. No matter wha abdiever@ educational backgroundand philosophical
expertise are, al bdieversQevidential suppott for belief in God will indudeat least one
piece of evidenceN the testimony of the Holy Spirit.

Moreover, it isimportant to remember tha for mog people the main source of
acquiring bdiefs comes throughtestimony. Theuse of testimonia evidence to jugify
bdiefsis peafectly reasonable, and it is oneof themog common sources of evidence,
especially for youngchildren. Christianswho wish to take serioudy wha the New
Testament teaches aboutthe epistemic works of the Holy Spirit will welcome the
incorporation of this testimony to one3 evidential set of bdiefs, After al, testimonyisa
naural source of evidence for many bdiefswe had.

Of course, thedifference the Holy Spirit® testimony will make as evidence for
bdief in God dependsuponthe strength of this additiond piece of evidence. If the
testimony of the Holy Spirit has inggnificant evidential value this adjusment hardly
improves the bdiever@ postion for assenting to bdief in God. Thisiswhere conddering
the second epistemic work of the Holy SpiritN conferring corfidence to bdieversN is
useful. At first blush, it seemsthat taking this secondwork of theHoly Spirit serioudy
commits oneto fideism. If the Holy Spirit@3 testimony is congrued in such away thé it
always swampsthe opposng evidence for bdief in God, therest of the evidence seems
irrdlevant. Moreover, assigning an inddinitely large evidential valueto the testimony of

the Holy Spirit would make Christianity inddeasibleN a postion non-bdievers find



frudrating (at best) or intellectudly dishonest (at worst). Findly, this evidence may seem
unfair sinceit is Qorivate.O Unbdievers will hardly beimpressed by alleged evidence to
which they have no access.

These problems only ensueif oneassignsan inddeasible evidential worth to the
testimony of theHoly Spirit. Butthereisnoneed to ingst that a prope interpretation of
therelevant scripture passages requires usto assign an unassailable valueto the
testimony of theHoly Spirit. Rather, these teachings can be explicated such tha the Holy
Spirit@ testimony provides sufficient confirmation of the bdiever@faith. Sufficient
confirmation denotes tha the evidence by itself provides rationd groundsto accept that
bdief. Sufficient confirmation, however, does notmean tha the evidence for abdief is
indeeasible. Inthisway, evidentialists can say that the testimony of the Holy Spirit, in
accordance with Scripture, gives sufficient reasonon its own (ceteris paribug to accept
bdief in God

Theevidence of the Holy Spirit@ testimony may aso seem problematic for its
subjective element, since avariety of conflicting religiousclaims can be suppoted usng
subjective religiousexpeience. Inrespong, theevidentialist can claim that the
testimony of theHoly Spirit is notintended to provide GpublicOevidence for bdief in
God. Thisisevidencetha isonly accessible to theindividud experiencngit. In some
ways, thetestimony of the Holy Spirit is like the evidence onehas for experiencing pan.
Onecannotbe mistaken in his bdief tha heisin pain, athoughhe might be mistaken
aboutthe cause of thepain. Likewise, the Holy Spirit@ testimony provides immediate

persond evidence for belief in God, althoughthis evidence is defeasible.™

> The idea here is that my mental experience of pain can provide evidence for specific physical
pain, but this connection is not absolutely certain. Perhaps| fed asharp pain on my hand, and | think |Qe



So, by incorporating the testimony of the Holy Spirit into one3 evidence for
bdief in God, the solution to the problems presented againg evidentialism at the
beginning of this paper become appaent. People like Plantinga3 fourteen-year-old
beiever and Clark@ grandmother do not bdieve that God exists withoutany evidence.
Indeed, they have at least onereason, the Holy Spirit® testimony, to bdieve that God
exists. As Thomes Aquinas wrote, JT]hereis theinspiration given to human minds so
tha smple and untutored persons filled with the gift of the Holy Spirit, come to possess
ingantaneoudy the highest wisdom &°

A solution to the second example also surfaces in light of the evidence of the
Holy Spirit® testimony. For theyoungtheology student is not confronted only with the
evidence agandg the Resurrection presented by her professors, butsheaso hasthe
evidence of thetestimony of theHoly Spirit to consider. Uponassessing the evidence,
even thoughher professorsCevidence by itself congitutes sufficient evidence to abandon
orthodoxChrigtianity, shemightfindtha theevidence to the contrary, supplied by the
Holy Spirit® testimony (in conjundionwith her other bdiefs), allows her to maintain her

bdief in orthodoxChrigtianity on thebasis of the evidence.

Objections
Findly, | would like to consder some objectionsto my incorporation of the Holy

Spirit@ testimony with an evidentidist epistemology. Thefollowingfour objectionsdo

smarted it. Asit turnsout, | could be feeling a phantom pain (if my hand has been amputated) or | could be
abrainin avat (thus, | have no other body parts). Likewise, the Holy Spirit3 testimony provides evidence
for belief in God, but it is plausible that it could be overturned. The onus rests on critics, though, to show
that there is a better explanation for one@® experience of the Holy Spirit® testimony than that God exists.

'® Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, 1, 6.



not, of course, exhaud theobijectionsl expect to encounter, althoughl anticipate that
these ones in paticular need to be addressed and will shed lighton my project.

(1) How isthisdifferent than Plantinga@use of the Holy Spirit in Warranted
Christian Belief?

Themod significant difference istha Plantingadoes not treat thework of the
Holy Spirit as evidence for the bdlief that God exists. Rather, Plantinga(3 alleged
Aquinas/Calvin modd uses the Holy Spirit to trigger a mechanistic bdief-forming faculty
(senusdivinitatis) tha is suppo®d to be propealy basic.”’” Evidentiadists find this
unsatisfying for at least two reasons Firgt, this employsan externdist conagpt of
QuarrantOthat strikes usas afar cry fromtraditioral rationdity and jutification. Second,
it seemsthat the Bible does notteach tha the Holy Spirit is some bdief-forming
mechanism that triggasthebdief that God exists. Rather, the scriptures spesk of the
Holy Spirit working as a withess who gives testimony to accept the bdief tha God exists.
We wish to avoid GnechanizingGthe Holy Spirit and compromising his persond naure.
Thisforthrightinterpretation seems to fit an evidentialist framework better, for bdief in
Godis not presumed to beformed as a propealy basic bdief througha mechanistic
process. Ingead, bdief in God is made plausble given ong3 evidence, which indudes
the Holy Spirit® testimony.
(2) How doesthisapproac differ from fideism?

Fidegsmisadippeay term. If onedefines fidesm as holding one3 religious
bdiefs withoutany evidence, then reformed epistemologists would qudify asfidasts.
Others take fideism to mean holding one3 religious bdiefs when there is sufficient

evidence to undeminethos bdiefs. On thefirst interpretation, my approach differs

" Plantinga, Warranted Christian Belief. See especially chapter 6.
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because | bdieve tha thetestimony of the Holy Spirit provides some form of evidence
for all bdieversto base (to some degree) ther bdief that God exists, whereas reformed
epistemologists take bdief to be propaly basic, which requires no evidence to accept it.

On the secondinterpretation, my approach differs because bdief in Godis never
judtified with sufficient evidence to thecontrary. There may till remain unresolved
evidence agang bdief in God, butaslongasit is sufficiently weaker than the postive
evidence onehas for God®@ existence, the bdief that God exists remainsrationd. This
may strike some as dangeous for it leaves open the possibility of abandoning one3
bdief tha God existsif enoughevidence can be mudered to rgject it (even when it
indudes the evidence of the Holy Spirit@ testimony). But this presumes tha bdievers
should not even accept the possibility that bdief in God could befalse. This presumption
seems too strong, though | see no reason why bdievers mug take bdief in God®
existence to beinddeasible. Even with thetestimony of theHoly Spirit, it remains
possible to refute the existence of God with enoudh evidence. Since | bdieve that God
exists, | doubtthiswill actudly occur, althoughl maintain tha thisis apossible state of
affairs.

(3) Aren® those who only possess the evidence of the Holy Spirit@ Testimony failing
to fulfill their epistemic duties on evidentialism?

Some have objected to evidentialism because they bdieve tha if evidentiaism is
true it entails imposng stringent epistemic dutiesin order to judtify any bdief.®® While

it may betruetha some forms of evidentialism indudea deontological component, this

18 See Clark, 98-102; Plantinga, (Reason and Belief in God,0136-37; Wood, 106-13; Plantinga,
Warrant: The Current Debate (New Y ork: Oxford University Press, 1993), 11-29; Plantinga, Warranted
Christian Belief, 98-99.
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is notan essential feature for evidentialist epistemologies.’® Indeed, evidentialism
requires tha onehave sufficient reasonsavailable tha onecould appeal to when asked to
jusify abdief.” Thisis because many reasonstha onepossesses for agiven bdief are
notalwaysin the GrontOof one@ mind. Many evidentidists will sidewith Timothy
McGrew who explainsthat QVe al hold many bdiefs of which, in oneobvioussense, we
are unavare. | beieve (and so doyou)tha 677+ 2 = 679,butamoment@ reflectionis
required to raise the beief to full conciousess and assent to it.G* Similarly,
evidentialists can claim that they only require oneto have a sufficient reason to judify a
bdief. So, thereisno need to worry tha evidentialism commits oneto epistemic
absurdities like countng every blade of grass in one® yard %
(4) Doesn@® thismake all religious claims based on personal experience justified?
Onemightwonde tha if theHoly Spirit( testimony can be used to jugify bdief
in God, doesn®tha allow any subjective religiousexperience to judify any religious
bdief? True this mightfollow for anumbe of religiousbdiefs, butjudification does
not have to becondrued so strongly that it cannotalow jugified false bdiefs. In other
words, jus because avariety of religiousclaims could be jugified by certain subjective

experiences, it doesn®follow tha al these religiousclaims are, in fact, true

19 See Timothy McGrew, The Foundations of Knowledge (Lanham, MD: Littlefield Adams,
1995); O\ Defense of Classical Foundationalism,Oin The Theory of Knowledge: Classical and
Contemporary Readings, ed. Louis P. Pojman, 3d. ed. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 2003), 194-206; Earl
Conee and Richard Feldman Evidentialism (New Y ork: Oxford University Press, 2004), ch. 7; Richard
Fumerton, Epistemology (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2006), 33-36.

%0 M cGrew (Foundations of Knowledge, 9) isworth noting here: Ot is not obvious that
justification isitself an ethical concept, and certain simplistic views are readily assailable. [E] [E]ven if an
individual with ajustified belief is secured against certain kinds of moral disapprobation, it does not follow
that justification simply is a matter of doing one® epistemic duty.O

21 McGrew, Foundations of Knowledge, 9.

2 As Clark (99-100) does.
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Of coursg, if oneis concerned aboutthis objection, he probably will notfind
comfort in reformed epistemology either, which does not have criteriathat rules out other
religiousbdiefs as propaly basic. Even Plantingaacknowledges that his epistemology
could be applied to confer warrant for severa other religions® Thedifference with the
evidentialist modd | am proposngisthat subjective religiousexperience, like the
testimony of theHoly Spirit, is only onepiece of evidence tha is open to further
investigation and could be countered by othe evidence. Theupshotistha thisleaves
roomfor genuine discussion of the evidential merits between people with different
religiousbdiefs. If thereisnoway to rule outdiffering religiousbdiefs as propely
basic, which reformed epistemologists claim, discussion as to thetruthsof different

religiousviews reaches an inaurmountable impasse.

Conclusion

Despite criticisms to the contrary, evidentialists can accountfor the postive
epistemic status of the beiefs hdd by Grdinary peopleQlike fourteen-year-old teenagers
and nave grandmothers. By incorporating the Bible® description of the epistemic works
of the Holy Spirit with an evidentiaist® epistemology, evidentialism can maintain that
all bdievers have some access to at least onereason tha can sufficiently jugify ther
religiousbdiefs. Rather than reinterpreting the traditiond concept of rationdity to save
one3 religiousbdiefs? evidentialists can happily condudetha some religiousbéiefs

are judified in the goodold-fashioned sense.

% plantinga, Warranted Christian Belief, 350. )
24 Note how Clark states the thesis of his project (9): OWhat is needed is aradically new ]
conception of rationality; the emerging notion of rationality will prove more hospitable to religious belief.O



