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CHAPTER 3 

REALITY AINôT WHAT IT USED TO BE: 

THE COLLAPSE OF THE FOUNDATIONALISM PARADIGM  

 

Reality Bites! 

Lelaina Pierce (Winona Ryder)  

CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ мффп ŦƛƭƳ άwŜŀƭƛǘȅ .ƛǘŜǎέ 

 

Foundationalism ï Definition 

Foundationalism. In epistemology, the view that some beliefs can justifiably be 

held directly (e.g., on the basis of sense perception or rational intuition) and not 

by inference from other justified beliefs. Other types of beliefs (e.g., beliefs about 

material objects or about theoretical entities of science) are not regarded as basic 

or foundational in this way but are held to require inferential support. 

Foundationalists have typically recognized self-evident truths and reports of 

sense-data as basic, in the sense that they do not need support from other beliefs. 

Such beliefs thus provide the foundations on which the edifice of knowledge can 

properly be built.
1
 

 

We are now witnessing the failure of a 400 year long project known as the Enlightenment and 

with it the collapse of its central paradigm, Foundationalism. And along with the fall of 

Foundationalism we are witnessing the end of the Modern age, the era of history which the 

Enlightenment ushered in. While many view this prospect with apprehension, many of us think it 

is a good thing.  

 

I think the collapse of Foundationalism is a good thing, because I believe this paradigm of 

epistemology (i.e., the development of knowledge) lies at the root of the division that currently 

exists between the liberal and conservative branches of the Church today.  And if my assessment 

is correct that the birth of Foundationalism was the occasion of this division, then the death of 

this paradigm may provide the occasion for healing that breach. 

 

As we have already learned, trying to analyze the paradigm within which you currently live and 

move and have your being is like trying to change a tire on your car while driving it. Analyzing 

the paradigm of Foundationalism will show us just how difficult it is. It is nearly impossible to 

analyze Foundationalism with out employing the very language of that paradigm: words like 

ñbased on,ò ñgrounded in,ò or even ñunderstanding.ò Are you beginning to get the picture? We 

are so conditioned by this paradigm that it difficult to think outside it, let alone evaluate it with 

any degree of objectivity. But then nobody ever said critical thinking would be easy. 

                                                           
1
 foundationalism. (2007). In Encyclopædia Britannica. Retrieved March 15, 2007, from Encyclopædia Britannica 

Online: http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-9364758 
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The Origins of Foundationalism: 

Desperately Seeking Certainty  

 

The human concern about the possibility of error in knowledge and the desire for 

epistemological certainty ï how to prove that what we know is true ï may well be as old as 

humankind itself. It can be traced at least as far back as the ancient Greek philosophers. But by 

the time of the Enlightenment the concern had become acute and the desire urgent.   

 

Before the Enlightenment, in the Medieval (or Middle) period, questions of knowledge, 

especially moral or religious knowledge, could be resolved by appealing to a common tradition. 

The fracturing of that common tradition, occasioned by the Protestant Reformation, closed off 

that means of resolution, resulting in considerable turmoil throughout Europe. A new approach 

was needed.  

 

Enlightenment? 

The rest of the world ŘƛŘƴΩǘ think it was dark. 

Walter Eversley 

Priest, Professor of Theology, and Native of Guyana 

 

As my former seminary professor intimated in the above comment, the terms ñThe 

Enlightenmentò and ñThe Dark Agesò themselves bespeak a certain hubris, as if the whole world 

had been dark for all those all those years, when really the only place the lights went out was in 

Western Europe, and only those parts of Europe which once had been dominated by the Roman 

Empire. As Thomas Cahill points out, the lights were certainly on in Ireland, which had never 

been fully integrated into the Roman Empire.
2
 Meanwhile, Islam and Arabic culture were 

experiencing a golden age of their civilizations. Both preserved much that might otherwise have 

been lost to Western Civilization during that time. 

 

The Emergence of Foundationalism 

 

While a number of philosophers are associated with the birth of the Enlightenment, its father is 

almost universally acknowledged to be the French philosopher Rene Descartes (he of ñI think, 

therefore I amò fame). And if Descartes could be said to be its father, then perhaps its uncle was 

the English philosopher John Locke.
3
  

 

                                                           
2
 Cahill, T. (1995). How the Irish Saved Civilization. New York: Doubleday. 

3
 Of course, Descartes and Locke were not the only influential philosophers of the Enlightenment. Others included 

the French philosopher Francois-Marie Voltaire and the English philosopher David Hume. However, Descartes and 

Locke are more pertinent to the discussion of Foundationalism. 
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At the core of foundationalism was the belief that it was possible for rational human beings to 

attain absolute, incontestable, and universal certainty regarding the truth of their beliefs. For 

foundationalists, the acquisition of knowledge was like the construction of a building.  Like a 

building, knowledge must be built on a solid foundation: a set of incontestable beliefs or 

irrefutable first principles: universal, objective, and discernable to any rational human being.
4
 Put 

another way: the truth (i.e., objective reality) was out there, and by exercising their God-given 

rationality, human beings could comprehend it. 

 

The Truth is Out There. 

Fox Mulder 

C.L !ƎŜƴǘ ƻƴ άThe X-Filesέ 

 

As the name implies, the foundationalist approach to knowledge was from the bottom up.  

Therefore, not surprisingly, it tended to be both atomistic and deterministic. It was atomistic in 

that it attempted to break down whatever it studied into its smallest component parts, on the 

assumption that that which was indivisible was universal. It was deterministic in that it assumed 

that causation worked in an upward direction and therefore whatever could be known about the 

components also described the whole. It also was based the assumption that it was possible, 

under certain conditions, for the human mind to objectively perceive reality (i.e., for the 

perceptions formed in the mind accurately and completely to reflect the reality being perceived), 

a concept known as metaphysical realism or just realism. 

 

The question then became, where does one start this quest for certain and universal knowledge? 

Descartes proposed working from the inside out. In other words, he wanted to isolate universal 

innate ideas (i.e., undistorted by culture, tradition, subjectivity, or error) from which it would be 

possible to derive truths about reality by a process of deductive reasoning. Locke proposed 

working from the outside in. In other words, we derive our truths about reality from sense 

perceptions by a process of inductive reasoning. Focusing as he did on isolating the truths of 

ideas, Descartes could reasonably be called the father of modern philosophy. Meanwhile, Locke, 

with his focus on deriving truth from that which was observable, measurable, and testable, might 

reasonably be called the father of the modern scientific method.
5
 

 

Foundationalismôs approach to knowledge had a dramatic impact. It brought about an explosion 

of learning in a wide variety of fields, starting with physics (what many still think of as THE 

foundational science),
6
 which served as a jumping off point for a number of other sciences, such 

                                                           
4
 Grenz and Frank, Beyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theology in a Post-Modern Context. Louisville, KY: John 

Knox Press, 2001. 
5
 It is worth noting that the scientific method is itself a paradigm (or as some have called it, a meta-paradigm or 

meta-narrative), with its own set of assumptions about the nature of reality. 
6
 Newtonian physics is a perfect example of the pervasiveness and power of the bottom up approach of the 

Foundationalism paradigm. Its atomistic and mechanistic approach made great strides toward discovering and 
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as biology, chemistry, astronomy, and various earth sciences. But this explosion did not stop 

with the ñhard sciences,ò but rippled through such ñsoft sciencesò as sociology, psychology, and 

medicine, and into disciplines such as education and philosophy.  Its influence has become so 

pervasive that it is nearly impossible to reason or to make evaluative statements without using 

foundationalist terminology: we have ñgroundsò for our actions, we ñbuildò our arguments, and 

our opinions are ñbasedò on ñunderlyingò logic. 

 

The Emergence of Foundationalist Theology 

 

The foundationalist concept of knowledge was very attractive to Christian theologians, as well as 

those philosophers who, like Descartes and Locke, had a strong investment in the truths of 

Christianity. Driving them was not only the craving for certainty of belief as mentioned above, 

but also the recent experience of the Reformation. From their perspective, the Reformation had 

both a positive side and a negative side. On the positive side were much-needed theological 

balance and the correction of ecclesiastical abuses. But it also had its dark side, ñtearing the 

seamless Garment of Christ [i.e., the Church],ò as Descartes put it,
7
 resulting in the violence and 

bloodshed of the Thirty Years War from which Europe had just emerged.   

 

An Explosion of Theological Study and Writing 

 

Christian philosophers and theologians were seeking an unassailable foundation for Christian 

belief: a faith grounded in absolute, incontestable, universal truths. The implications for the 

Church could be enormous.  Internally, such a foundation offered the key to unity (itôs always 

easier to get along when everybody agrees on everything). Externally, it offered the key to 

evangelism (itôs easier to convince people of self-evident truths). Moreover, if no unassailable 

foundation for Christian belief could be found, the only alternative seemed to be an embrace the 

skeptical rationalism, if not secularism, that many believed was the ultimate state of the 

enlightened mind.
8
 So as did so many other disciplines, Christian theology experienced its own 

upsurge of learning and knowledge, and an explosion of theological study and writing not seen 

since the early days of the Church, when the Church Fathers (and Mothers) and were first 

struggling to express a consistent Christian theology. 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
understanding the fundamental laws governing matter, energy, space, and time. And it was very successful in 

accounting for and predicting the behavior of the types of natural phenomena for which the technology at the time 

was capable of measuring. 
7
 Quoted in Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism. Note also the Eurocentrism this quote from Descartes, 

overlooking as it does the Great Schism between Eastern and Western Christianity centuries earlier. 
8
 Hume represented skeptical rationalism, Voltaire secularism. 
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Seek Unity ï Finding Division 

 

Ironically, this project, which seemed to offer such a great promise of unity, carried with it the 

seeds of an even greater division, led inexorably to the angry and seemingly irreconcilable 

conflict we observe today between the Churchôs liberal and conservative wings.  How did this 

happen, when both sides began with similar assumptions, similar motives, and seeking the same 

seemingly desirable result? 

 

άLǘ ƛǎ ŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ Ƴŀƴ ǘƻ Řemonstrate the existence of God as it would be 

ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ {ƘŜǊƭƻŎƪ IƻƭƳŜǎ ǘƻ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ !ǊǘƘǳǊ /ƻƴŀƴ 5ƻȅƭŜΦέ 

Frederick Buechner 

Presbyterian Minister and Theologian 

 

As with Foundationalism generally, the question for theological Foundationalism was, ñWhere 

do we start?ò On what will we ground our theology? How will we go about isolating the 

universal, unassailable, foundational truths upon which the rest of our belief system will be built? 

And just as the question remains the same, so does the answer. There are still only two directions 

in which we can work: inside out or outside in.  

 

We can start internally, with the spiritual experience itself. Or we can start externally, with 

externally verifiable propositions found in the Scriptures.  Descartes worked from the inside out, 

seeking to identify universal expressions of faith that could be made without experiencing 

doubt.
9
 Meanwhile, Locke worked from the outside in, seeking to test expressions of faith 

against external sense perceptions. (Locke assumed Divine revelation through the Scripture to be 

a discrete category of sense perception).  

 

Others can trace the precise etiology,
10

 but suffice it to say that Descartesô approach, which 

chose for its universal and unassailable foundation the inner spiritual experience, evolved into 

what we now know as theological liberalism. Meanwhile, Lockeôs approach, which chose for its 

universal and unassailable foundation external divine revelation, evolved into what we now 

know as theological conservatism. In fact, it is the extreme, mutually exclusive, and often 

mutually misunderstood positions on either side of the conservative-liberal theological divide 

which are most consistent with the foundational beliefs of their side.
11

 

 

                                                           
9
 Before he made his famous statement ñI think, therefore I am,ò Descartes was said to have subjected all his beliefs 

and assumptions to rigorous scrutiny, in search of a statement that he could not doubt. That statement was, ñI am 

doubting.ò 
10

 For an excellent summary of the foundationalist origins of the split between the conservative and liberal branches 

of the Church, see Nancy Murphyôs Beyond Liberalism and Fundamentalism or Stanley Grenzôs and John Frankôs 

Beyond Foundationalism. 
11

 Some use the term fundamentalism to describe the extreme conservative position but I am purposely avoiding its 

use to avoid confusing it with the similar-sounding term foundationalism. 
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The liberal side is often accused of theological relativism or indifference, its position often 

mischaracterized as, ñIt doesnôt matter what you believe.ò But it would be more accurate to say 

that the pure liberal position is not that doctrinal beliefs donôt matter, but that they are not the 

foundational truths. From the point of view of liberal Christian theological tradition, the 

innermost experiences of spiritual awareness are the universal and unassailable fi rst principles. 

Doctrinal beliefs are expressions of those deeper truths and thus secondary. We can see examples 

of this in Schleiermacherôs concern with self-consciousness as the fundamental expression of 

humanityôs connection with the infinite, in Kierkegaardôs insistence that ñsubjectivity is truthò 

and ñtruth is subjectivity,ò and in Tillichôs focus on ñthe ground of being.ò
12

  

 

Similarly, the conservative side is often accused of an anti-intellectual, irrational, and unthinking 

commitment to Biblical inerrancy. But in fact, if external propositions are to be held as 

unassailable and universal foundational truths, the only logical way this could work is through an 

inerrant external source: Godôs divine revelation through verbally inspired and inerrant Scripture. 

In this view Scripture truths are the first principles on which the authenticity of spiritual 

experiences is dependent. This can be seen as early as the 19
th
 century in Charles Hodgesô 

concern that the Bible is the ñnorm and standard for all genuine religious experience [emphasis is 

my own] and A.A. Hodgesô assertions that the Bible is inerrant in its original autographs and 

infallible in what it teaches, though this is softened somewhat in the 20
th
 century by conservative 

theologians such as Bloesch and McGrath. This does not mean that the conservative Christian 

theological tradition is not concerned with human spiritual experience. On the contrary, the 

experience of individual personal relationship with Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior is strongly 

emphasized. However, even in this important arena, inerrant Scripture is the ultimate judge of 

the authenticity of that experience.
13

 

 

It is clear that the extreme positions on both sides of the liberal-conservative divide are logically 

consistent extensions of their foundational positions. Yet to accept the logic of one side is to 

deny the other. Both cannot be true. If one of them is right, the other has to be wrong. This has 

brought us to where we are today: a division across which neither side can reach without 

repudiating its core; an unbridgeable impasse with no hope for reconciliation. 

 

Unless both are wrong . . . 

 

A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, 

adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson 

American Essayist, Poet, and Transcendentalist, 1803-1882 

                                                           
12

 Murphy, N. (1996). Beyond Liberalism and Fundamentalism: How Modern and Postmodern Philosophy Set the 

Theological Agenda. Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press. 
13

 Ibid. 
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Cracks in the Foundation 

 

Despite the early enthusiasm, it was not long before those on both sides of the liberal-

conservative theological divide were faced with observable facts that called their particular 

foundational assumptions into question.  

 

Liberal theology, which assumed as its foundation the universality of inner spiritual experience, 

worked just fine within the still fairly homogeneous cultural and religious context of Europe.  At 

the time of the Enlightenment, even though Europe was splintering politically and religiously, by 

and large they shared a common cultural heritage (Roman/Western civilization) and religious 

faith (Christianity). There were other cultures and religions, of course, but they existed at the 

fringes of Western civilization. Judaism, Christianityôs only serious competitor within Western 

civilization, while somewhat different in culture and faith, still shared common roots, only 

farther back. Their differences were over who had the stronger claim to those roots. 

 

But as increasingly different cultures and religions came into view, the proposition that all 

spiritual experiences were universal became less and less obvious. Could one really say, for 

example, that the Christianôs ultimate desire for communion with God is the same as the 

Buddhistôs desire for the transcendence of nirvana?
14

 Is it not a form of religious chauvinism to 

assert that the ultimate aims of other religions must be the same as ours? Does it not deny both 

their distinctiveness and our own? The conviction that Jesus Christ is the unique expression of 

God has always been the heart of Christianity. It is difficult to make the case for universality of 

spiritual experience without undermining the case for the uniqueness of Christ. 

 

Conservative theology, which assumed as its foundation the universality of divine revelation 

through (necessarily) inerrant Scriptures, also came face to face with facts that questioned the 

paradigm.  The existence of printersô typesetting errors in current Bibles was disturbing enough. 

But even more damaging was the discovery, as increasing numbers of Scriptural texts were 

unearthed, of discrepancies between them. 

 

Clearly, these inconvenient facts created problems for adherents on both sides of the liberal-

conservative divide. In effect, both sides were faced with a choice. (1) Rally around the purist 

position with increasing defensiveness and increasingly elaborate rationalizations, or (2) adopt 

compromises that soften the position or attempt to prop up confidence in it by other means. 

 

Today you will find both of these coping strategies employed to varying degrees by both sides. 

When faced with contradictions between Scriptural texts, conservatives may defend the position 

                                                           
14

 The use of the word ñdesireò in this sentence in reference to the term nirvana is a case in point regarding the 

difficulty of just comparing religious experiences, let alone assuming they are universal. Given the Buddhist 

understanding of nirvana, ñgoalò would be better than the word ñdesire.ò 
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of inerrant Scripture by producing detailed rationalizations to harmonize varying accounts. 

Failing that, they may reluctantly allow that one or both of the texts are speaking metaphorically 

and claim that when Scripture is speaking metaphorically, it is inerrant in that sense. When faced 

with clear differences in the spiritual experiences and goals of various faith traditions, liberals 

may defend the position of universality by insisting that such universality lies at a deeper or more 

symbolic level. Faced with Scriptural texts containing accounts of miraculous events that rational 

minds find hard to swallow, they may reduce their feelings of doubt by employing text criticism 

to exclude those events from consideration and accepting as true only those accounts that can be 

attributed to natural causes. 

 

Yet these problems, vexing as they might be, since they were peculiar to the field of theology, 

were just cracks in the foundation of Foundationalism. Soon scientists would begin to reveal that 

the whole house was built on sand. 

 

A House Built on Sand 

 

From its inception in the seventeenth century, Newtonian physics had been very successful in 

accounting for the behavior of observed natural phenomenon. But as the nineteenth century was 

drawing to a close, a few storm clouds had begun to gather on the horizon: phenomena for which 

the paradigm of Newtonian physics could not fully account.
15

 

 

As science marched into the twentieth century, it became clear that reality was not as solid and 

immutable as was thought.  In the earlier part of the century, Albert Einstein, with his theory of 

relativity, opened the door just a crack to a new way of thinking about time and space and about 

matter and energy. Up until that point, we had thought these things were immutable. But what 

Einstein showed us ï to borrow a term from accounting ï was that they were fungible.  Matter 

could be converted to energy (e.g., nuclear fission or fusion) and (this is where it began to get 

really strange) it became theoretically possible to turn energy into matter. At relativistic speeds, 

strange things began to happen. Time could become ñdilated,ò order and causality changed, at 

least from a certain point of view. For example, from the point of view of a hypothetical person 

travelling on a starship at near-light speeds, the people left behind would be aging at a faster rate. 

But from the point of view of the persons who stayed behind, they would be aging at a normal 

rate, while the space-travelling friend would be aging more slowly. Which point of view is true? 

According to relativity theory, both are true (or more accurately, neither point of view is more 

valid than the other). Reality dependent on point of view? Thatôs not the certainty and 

universality of truth that the Foundationalism paradigm promised. 

 

                                                           
15

 For those of you who are physics officiandos, I am told those included the failure to account for certain aspects of 

the propagation of light and for black-body radiation. 
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But if relativity theory opened the door a crack to a new way of thinking about reality, then 

quantum theory kicked it right off its hinges. It was as researchers began to explore the sub-

atomic (or quantum) realm that it became clear that at that level, reality was not at all as it 

appeared to be. In fact, it was positively bizarre, violating many of the principles that Newtonian 

physics had established as universal laws. Light, which we had thought of as energy waves, 

could act like it consisted of particles; while subatomic particles could act like waves. Matter 

and energy were constantly moving in and out of existence.  Cause and effect, in some cases, 

ceased to have any real meaning.  But the two most important contributions of quantum theory to 

our discussion of the Foundationalism paradigm are two related principles: the Observer Effect 

and the Uncertainty Principle. 

 

Not only is the universe stranger than we imagine, 

it is stranger than we can imagine. 

Sir Arthur Eddington 

British Astrophysicist, 1882-1954 

 

Put simply, the Observer Effect establishes that it is not possible to observe a phenomenon 

without having an actual physical impact on it (i.e., creating a different reality).  By virtue of 

being close enough to observe any phenomenon, the observer becomes part of its local system. 

Everything ï from the observerôs own minute gravitational pull and energy emissions (e.g., 

radiated heat and reflected light) to the tools the observer uses to make measurements to the acts 

of measurement themselves ï contaminates the phenomenon being observed and measured. 

 

Meanwhile, Heisenbergôs Uncertainty Principle is a mathematical model which describes a 

specific case of the Observer Effect. Heisenberg demonstrated that it was impossible to measure 

an electronôs position and momentum with the same level of accuracy. The more accurately you 

measure position, the less accurately you can measure momentum, and vice versa.  

 

Experiments have proven that the light or radiation required to observe the path of an electron 

causes a physical alteration of the electronôs path from the path it would have taken if not 

observe. Even more mysteriously, experiments with electron streams have demonstrated that, if 

observed collectively, electrons can be shown to have been in two places at once, but if measured 

individually they can only be in one place at a time. In other words, electrons are energy waves, 

unless observed, in which case the waveforms collapse, and they become particles. 

 

The practical impact of these discoveries was to render Foundationalism-based Newtonian 

physics useless at the quantum level. Classical physics posited that if one knew the initial state of 

a system with infinite precision, one could predict the behavior of the system infinitely far into 

the future. Both the Observer Effect and the Uncertainty Principle demonstrate that such 

precision is impossible to attain.  



The Death & Resurrection of Christianity 12/13/07 

©2007 K. W. Howard – All Rights Reserved – Not for Reprint without Permission Page 10 

 

God does not play dice with the world. 

Albert Einstein 

¢ƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ tƘȅǎƛŎƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ ¢ƛƳŜ aŀƎŀȊƛƴŜΩǎ terson of the Century, 1879-1955 

But perhaps far more important for our discussion is what these principles of quantum physics 

say about the nature of reality itself. The principles of quantum physics leave us two basic 

options for explaining the nature of reality. On one side is the Copenhagen Interpretation, 

formulated by Niels Bohr and Werner Heisenberg during their collaboration in Copenhagen, 

which posits that the act of observation itself creates the reality observed (i.e., consciousness 

creates reality). On the other side is the Einstein-Podolsky-Rosen thesis, which suggests that 

matter and energy have fixed, though potentially infinite, properties and that the act of 

observation limits or degrades reality. In other words, finite consciousness is only capable of 

perceiving limited aspects of infinite reality. In a letter to Bohr, Einstein summed up his 

objections to the Copenhagen Interpretation with the words, ñGod does not play dice with the 

universe.ò To which Bohr replied, ñDonôt tell God what to do, Albert.ò 

 

5ƻƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ DƻŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ ŘƻΣ !ƭōŜǊǘΦ 

Niels Bohr 

Theoretical physicist and quantum mechanic, 1885-1962 

 

Of course, these philosophical/theological interpretations of the relationship of the true nature of 

reality to our perception of it long predate the advent of quantum physics. George Berkeley, 

Bishop of Cloyne in Ireland and imminent philosopher theologian, proposed something very 

much like the Copenhagen Interpretation in the 17
th
 early century. His point of view was an 

extreme form of empiricism which he called ñimmaterialism,ò which others have called 

ñsubjective idealism.ò  

 

It is perhaps best expressed in two limericks about it written by Ronald Knox: 

 

There once was a man who said óGod 

Must think it exceedingly odd 

If he finds that this tree 

Continues to be 

When thereôs no one about in the quad.ô  

  Dear Sir, Your astonishmentôs odd: 

I am always about in the quad. 

And thatôs why the tree 

Will continue to be, 

Since observed by yours faithfully, God.
16

 

                                                           
16

 Downing, Lisa, "George Berkeley", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2004 Edition), Edward N. 

Zalta (ed.), URL: http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2004/entries/berkeley  

http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2004/entries/berkeley
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In a very literal sense, for the Copenhagen Interpretation perception is reality. Conscious 

observation is what creates reality. Until observation takes place, all that exists are statistical 

probabilities. Or to coin a phrase from Descartes, ñI consciously observe, therefore reality is.ò 

Conscious observation, in effect, decides which of the possibilities will become reality. It raises 

the question of what happens to reality if no consciousness entity is there to observe it.
17

 And 

ironically, as Bishop Berkeley flippantly observed above, the Copenhagen Interpretation 

ultimately requires the existence of God as the ultimate observer for there to be any observers in 

the first place. 

 

The philosophical-theological point of view expressed by Einstein-Podolsky-Rosen (or EPR) 

Thesis ï that finite human consciousness is incapable of accurately and completely 

comprehending a potentially infinite reality ï is literally as old as sin. In fact, that humanity is 

incapable of seeing itself as God does is one definition of sin.
18

 

 

Perhaps the best way to illustrate the EPR Thesisô description of how reality works is by 

analogy. Think of reality as though it were a computer game. When we play a computer game, 

our perception tells us that the reality of the computer game is our moment-by-moment 

experience of the game: the projections we see on the screen as we react to the situations the 

computer presents us. Yet those projections are only an infinitesimally small fragment of options 

the computer could display. The reality of the game is the programming that makes all those 

projections possible and which contains a virtually infinite number of possibilities. In the 

program lie all the scenarios in which you win and all in which you lose, all in which your 

character lives and all in which your character dies. In the reality of the programming, all those 

possibilities are true. Yet we are not capable of experiencing the full reality of the program, but 

only the limited range of possibilities that our choices elicit. 

 

Which description of reality is right? The Copenhagen Interpretation or the EPR Thesis? There is 

no way of knowing for sure. But in either case the impact on the Foundationalism paradigm is 

devastating. Foundationalism promised that objective observation could reveal universal truths 

which the rational human mind could know without doubt. The discoveries of quantum physics 

have revealed that the premise on which the promise was made was not true. There is no such 

thing as an objective observer. 

 

This realization has led scientists to a different way of describing the relative accuracy of their 

observations of reality. That concept is verisimilitude: a close approximation of truth. They have 

also demonstrated that the larger the community of researchers investigating any phenomenon, 

                                                           
17

 Or as the ancient Zen koen asks, ñIf a tree falls in the forest and no one is there to hear it, does it make a sound?ò 

This concern gives real poignancy to the old joke about Descartes on an airplane: The flight attendant asks 

Descartes, ñCoffee, tea, beverage?ò Descartes replies, ñI think not é,ò at which point he vanishes. 
18

 Isa. 55:8-9.  
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the higher the degree of verisimilitude, because each investigator comes at the problem with 

slightly different perspective and a different set of blinders. It is a concept that the Church would 

do well to appropriate. 

 

What Remains When Foundationalism Fails? 

Letting Go Of Certainty, Rediscovering Faith 

 

For the Church, the promise of the Enlightenment paradigm of Foundationalism was the hope 

that unity could be achieved through absolute certainty of the truth based on rational human 

observation. With the fall of the Foundationalist paradigm that promise was betrayed and that 

hope proved hollow. So what remains? What can we hold on to?  If we cannot achieve unity 

through what we believe, what hope is there for unity?  

 

Misplaced Hopes, Un-Scriptural Assumptions. Perhaps our hope was misplaced from the start. 

The true hubris of the Enlightenment and its underlying paradigm of Foundationalism is 

ultimately, for Christians at least, a theological one. Foundationalism was based on the 

assumption that human rationality could perceive complete truth, which in turn is predicated on 

the assumption that our rationality was less fallen than the rest of our nature: a specious 

assumption at best, given our understanding of the nature of sin. In fact, neither of these 

assumptions has any basis in Scripture. To seek the certainty that the Foundationalism paradigm 

promised, we had to turn a blind eye to Scriptural admonitions that the human mind is no less 

affected by sin than other human faculties. The apostle Paul explicitly warned us not to deceive 

ourselves into believing that our rationality was capable of transcending the fallenness of the 

human condition because ñthe wisdom of this world is foolishness in the eyes of God.ò
19

 As far 

as Paul was concerned, the mind provided just as many occasions for sin as any other human 

faculty. And long before Paul, the prophet Isaiah declared that human thoughts are as far below 

Godôs thoughts as earth is below heaven.
20

 In fact, if we are to lend any credence at all to the 

story of the fall in the book of Genesis, it is this misbegotten idea that our rationality can be our 

salvation (i.e., choosing to eat from the tree of knowledge rather than the tree of life) that got us 

into this sin mess in the first place.
21

 

 

If I am capable of grasping God objectively, I do not believe, 

but precisely because I cannot do this I must believe. 

Soren Kierkegaard 

Danish Philosopher and Theologian, 1813-1855 

 

                                                           
19

 1 Cor. 3:20 (cf. Rom. 7:14).  
20

 Isa. 55:9 (cf. Isa. 64:6). 
21

 Gen 3:1-24. 
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Doubt Cannot Be Eliminated From Faith Without Eliminating Grace . It is not possible for 

finite human beings to completely and accurately understand an infinite reality, let alone 

completely and accurately understand the truths of God. We cannot be objective observers, either 

of our own inner experiences or of the outer world. Even if there are inner spiritual experiences 

that are universal, we cannot experience them with absolute objectivity. Even if there are error-

free and absolute external truths being revealed to us by God, through the Scripture or elsewhere, 

we are incapable of perceiving them without error.  

 

And even if Foundationalism had delivered on its promise and we had been able to achieve the 

certainty of knowledge we sought, we would have eliminated faith itself. As the writer of the 

Letter to the Hebrews wrote, ñFaith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things 

not seen.ò
22

 And achieving certainty through our own rationality would contradict the notion of 

grace that is so central to faith. As Paul was wont to say in so many ways, grace is by its nature a 

ñfree gift of Godò and never a result of our ñown doing,ò not even the work of our mind.
23

 

 

The business of Progressives is to go on making mistakes. 

The business of Conservatives is to prevent mistakes from being corrected. 

G. K. Chesterton 

Influential English writer of poetry, fantasy, and Christian apologetics, 1874-1936 

 

Neither Conservatives Nor Liberals Have a Lock on the Truth. In different ways, both the 

liberal and conservative sides of the Churchôs internal argument have based their approaches to 

faith on the assumption that it is possible to identify universal principles and eliminate doubt. If 

that basic assumption is incorrect, then it matters little whether your approach is outside-in 

(which requires as its foundation inerrant Scripture) or inside out (which requires as its 

foundation the universality of core spiritual experiences). Neither approach ultimately can 

deliver the universality and certainty ï and thus the unity ï it seeks. The best we can humanly 

achieve is verisimilitude (a close approximation of the truth). 

 

Triangulating in on the Truth ï We Need Each Other.  If we have to settle for verisimilitude, 

then we need to learn how to increase it. Science has shown us that the only way to triangulate in 

on the truth is to increase the number of observers, so that each brings a different angle of 

observation and their biases cancel each other out. If we in the Church accept this approach, then 

we will have to admit that we need those people who have different theological points of view 

from our own. When we engage each othersô differences with open minds, we become better and 

better at triangulating in on a closer and closer approximation of what truths there are to be 

known.  

 

                                                           
22

 Heb. 11:1-3. 
23

 Eph. 2:8 (cf. Rom 3:24, 5:15-7).  
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Our friends in the Jewish tradition have always understood this principle of verisimilitude and 

long ago developed a way of studying the Scriptures that brought together many points of view 

to enhance their understanding of the Scriptures. This method, called Midrash, assumes that by 

placing texts against texts and interpretations against interpretations, without assuming that one 

must be right and the others wrong, we develop a deeper and clearer understanding of what God 

is trying to communicate to us through the Scriptures. 

 

Shifting the Focus from What We Believe to Whom We Believe In. Perhaps it is time that we 

stop trying to build our unity on a foundation of what we believe. Perhaps it is time to start 

assuming our unity because of our relationship with whom we believe in, or perhaps more 

accurately because of who believes in ï and loves ï us. After all, Jesus did not say, ñThe 

doctrines I will teach you are the way, the truth, and the life.ò What he said was the HE was the 

Way, the Truth, and the Life.  If unity cannot be achieved based on WHAT we believe, the only 

thing left is WHO we believe in. 

 

The world is too dangerous for anything but truth 

and too small for anything but love. 

William Sloane Coffin 

Christian Clergyman and Peace Activist, 1924-2006 

 

Truth  is Important But So Is Humility  and Love. I want to be clear: I am not saying that it is 

unimportant what we believe. On the contrary, it is very important what we believe. God is the 

source of all truth, and we should bend our minds toward understanding that truth and forming 

our lives around it. What I am saying is that we should hold our understanding of truth with a 

little more humility, and view what others hold as truth with our minds a little more open.  If our 

nature is such that we cannot fully and accurately grasp the nature of ultimate reality, then each 

and every one of us is bound to be at least a little wrong in what we understand about the truth of 

God.  Whatever truth we do know ï to the extent that we truly comprehend it ï we understand 

only through the grace of God. And when we speak the truth we know, we should ñspeak the 

truth in loveò
24

 and with ñall humility and gentleness.ò
25

 

 

Theology is the study of God and his ways. 

For all we know, dung beetles may study man and his ways and call it humanology. 

If so, we would probably be more touched and amused than irritated. 

One hopes that God feels likewise.  

Frederick Buechner 

 

                                                           
24

 Eph 4:15. 
25

 Eph 4:2 (cf. Php 2:3; 1 Pet 5:5). 
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Living the Truth We Know  ï Letting God Straighten Each Other Out. Maybe it is time we 

loosen our grip on our need for certainty. Maybe it is time we stopped trying to prove others 

wrong, in order to distract ourselves from the real possibility that we ourselves might be a little 

wrong. Maybe instead it is time to focus most intently on the things that are truly core to being a 

follower of Christ ï things like the power of the love of Christ to create community where there 

was none, and the power of Godôs Holy Spirit to transform the hearts and minds of humankind. 

We can each speak ï and more importantly, live ï the truth that we have come to know, and we 

can work out our own salvation with fear and trembling.
26

 We can accomplish this through our 

relationship with Christ and through the Holy Spiritôs transformation of our hearts and minds as 

we read and hear the stories of Scripture. And rather than trying so hard to make ñthemò like 

ñusò and to resist their attempts to make ñusò like ñthem,ò we can leave it to God to make us all a 

li ttle more like Christ.  

 

When certainty falls, what remains is FAITH. Faith in the One who is THE TRUTH. 

 

For no one can lay any foundation 

other than the one already laid, 

which is Jesus Christ.27 

Paul of Tarshish 

Tentmaker and Apostle 
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 Php 1:12. 
27

 1 Cor 3:13 
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Biblical Reflections 

 

Exodus 33:19-23 

Moses said, "Show me your glory, I pray." And God said, "I will make all my goodness pass 

before you, and will proclaim before you the name, YHVH. . . But," he said, "you cannot see my 

face; for no one shall see me and live. See, there is a place by me where you shall stand on the 

rock; and while my glory passes by I will put you in a cleft of the rock, and I will cover you with 

my hand until I have passed by; then I will take away my hand, and you shall see my back; but 

my face shall not be seen." 

 

God tells Moses his name, which is not humanly pronounceable and allows Moses 

to see only a small part of Godôs glory because no human being can see Godôs 

face and live. To what extent can finite human reason comprehend ultimate 

reality? How confident can we be in our certainties about God? 

 

John 14:6 

Thomas said to Jesus, "Lord, we do not know where you are going. How can we know the way?" 

Jesus said to him, "I am the way, and the truth, and the lifeò 

 

What does it mean for a person to be the Way, the Truth, and the Life? How do 

your answers to this question inform and influence the way you understand 

Truth? The way you live out your faith? The way you relate to Christ?  

 

Matthew 18:20
28

 

Jesus said, ñWhere two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them." 

 

What is the significance of Jesus promising to be present AMONG two or more 

gathered in His name, as opposed to being present WITHIN an individual 

believer? What is the significance of this dynamic for experiencing the reality of 

the Way, the Truth, and the Life? 

 

                                                           
28

 Cf. Mat 18:16; 1 Cor 14:27; 2 Cor 14:29; 1 Tit 5:19; Heb 10:28. 
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Questions for Group Discussion 

 

1. In what areas of your spiritual life do you feel the need for certainty? How does that need 

for express itself? When deciding what is true, to what do you tend to give the most 

weight: Scripture, Tradition, Reason, Prayer, Other? Given that the best we can hope for 

is verisimilitude (a close approximation of truth), how might interacting with someone 

whose point of view is different from yours help you to gain a more complete 

understanding of reality? 

 

2. Does your church tend to give more weight to spiritual experience (the liberal, inside-out 

approach) or Scripture (the conservative, outside-in approach)?  What is lost by this 

tendency? What is gained? What could be learned from the approach opposite you own? 

 

3. How does your need for certainty interfere with your faith? How could a more humble 

attitude toward your own understanding of what is true help you act more out of faith? 

Answer the same questions for your congregation . . . your denomination. 


