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CHAPTER 3
REALITY AINGr WHAT IT USED TOBE:
THE COLLAPSE OF THE FOUNDATIONALISM PARADIGM

Reality Bites!
Lelaina Pierce (Winona Ryder)
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Foundationalismi_Definition
Foundationalism. In epistemology, the view that somelibts can justifiably be
held directly (e.g., on the basis of sense perception or rational intuition) and not
by inference from other justified beliefSther types of beliefs (e.g., beliefs about
material objects or about theoretical entities of scieaoe)ot regarded as basic
or foundational in this way but are held to require inferential support.
Foundationalists have typically recognized sslident truths and reports of
sensedata as basic, in the sense that they do not need support from otefs:. beli
Such beliefs thus provide the foundations on which the edifice of knowledge can
properly be built

We are now witnessing tHailure of a 400 year longrojectknown asthe Enlightenmenand

with it the collapse of its central paradigioundationasm. And along with the fall of
Foundationalism we are witnessitige 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.

| think the collapseof Foundationalism is a good thing, becaudeelieve this paradigm of
epistemology (i.e., the development of knowledge) lies at theofdbie division that currently
exists between the liberal and conservative branches of the Church faahyf. 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, tryitgganalyze the paradigm within which you curheritve and

move and have your beingllike trying to change a tire on your car whilaving it. Analyzing

the paradigm of Foundationaliswill show usjust how difficult it is.It is nearly impossible to

analyze Foundationalism with out employing theyvkanguage of that paradignnords like
Afbased on, 0 figr andesd ead dii m,gad 00 rAr ev g/ ropicfurd?d/g i nni n
are so conditioned by this paradigm that it difficult to think outsidetitalone evaluate it with

any degree of objewity. But thennobody evesaidcritical thinking wouldbe easy.

! foundationalism. (2007). InEncyclopaedia BritannicaRetrieved March 15, 2007, from Encyclopaedia Britannica
Online: http://www.britannica.com/eb/articl@364 758
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The Origins of Foundationalism:
Desperately Seeking Certainty

The human concern about the possibility of error in knowledge ath@ desire for
epistemological certainty how to prove thawhat we know is trué may well be as old as
humankind itself. It can be traced at least as far batkeaancient Greek philosophers. But by
the time of the Enlightenment the concern had become acute and the desire urgent.

Before the Enlightenmentin the Medieval (or Middle) periodquestions 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?
Therest of theworld R A Rtyirk it wasdark.
Walter Eversley
Priest, Professor of Theology, and Native ofaBa

As my former seminary rpof essor I nti mated I n t he above
Enl i ghtenmento and AThe Dark Ageso themselves
had been dark for all those all those years, when really the only place the lights went out was in
WesternEurope, and only those pards Europewhich oncehad been dominated by the Roman
Empire.As Thomas Cahill points outhe lights were certainly on in Ireland, which had never

been fully integrated into the Roman Emgir&leanwhile, Islam and Arabic cule were
experiencing a golden age of their civilizasoBoth preserved mudhatmight otherwise have

been lost to Western Civilization during that time.
The Emergence of Foundationalism

While anumber of philosophers are associated with the birthetnlightenmentts fatheris

almost universally acknowledgedtobehe Fr ench phil osopher Rene I
thereforel a mo . Ahdaifrbestartesouldbe said to be its father, thenrpaps its unclevas

the English philosopher John Liae®

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

% Of courseDescartes and Locke were not the only influential philosophers of the Enlighte@ttees.included
the French philosopher Francditarie Voltaire and the English philosopher David Huitdewever, Descartes and
Locke are more pertinent to the discussibfF@undationalism.
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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 tike construction of a building. Like a
building, knowledge must be built on a solid foundation: a set of incontestable beliefs or
irrefutable first principlesuniversal, objective, and discernable to any rational human béing.
another waythe truth(i.e., objective reality wasout there, andby exercising their Godiven
rationalty, human beingsouldcomprehend it.

The Truth is Out There.
Fox Mulder
C.L ! ABgXFilegy a

As the name implies,he foundationalistapproach to knowledge wesom the bottom up
Therefore, not surprisingly, it tended to be both atomistic and determiristiasatomistic in

that it attemptedo break down whatever it studied into its smallest component parts, on the
assumption that that which was indivisiblaswniversallt wasdeterministic in that it assumed

that causation worked in an upward direction and therefore whatever could be known about the
components also described the whdtealso was based the assumptibiat it was possible,

under certain cafitions, for the human mind tobjectively perceive reality (i.efor the
perceptions formed in the mind accurately and complétalgflect the reality being perceived),

a concept known asetaphysical realisrar justrealism

The question then bewee, where does one start this quest for certain and universal knowledge
Descarteproposed working from the inside out. In other wotts wantedo isolate universal
innate ideas (i.eyndistorted by culture, tradition, subjectivity, or errfsom which t would be
possible to derive truths about reallty a processof deductive reasoning. Locke proposed
working from theoutside in. In other words, we derive our truths about reality from sense
perceptionsdhy a procesf inductive reasoning. Focusing as Hid on isolating the truths of
ideas,Descartes could reasonably be called the father of modern philosophy. Meahuodike,

with his focuson deriving truth fromthat whichwasobsenable,measurableandtestable might
reasonably be called the fatlwthe modern scietific method®

Foundat i on al to knowmedge ldag @ drasnatic impatitbroughtabout arexplosion
of learningin a wide variety of fieldsstarting withphysics (what many still think of as THE
foundational scienc&which ®rved as a jumping off point for a number of other sciersiesh

* Grenz and FrankBeyond Foundationalism: Shaping Theology in a Rstlern ContextLouisville, KY: John
Knox Press, 2001.

® It is worth noting that the scientific method is itself a paradigm (or as some have called it-@aradigmor
metanarrative), with its own set of assumptions about the nature of reality.

® Newtonian physics is a perfect examplatafpervasiveness and power of the bottom up approach of the
Foundationalism paradignits atomisticandmechanisti@approach madgreat strides toward discovering and
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as biology, chemistryastronomy,and various earth sciences. But this explosion did not stop
with the fAhard sci esmnxces it ol usocsogyppsycdedyyanarso u g h
medicine, and ito disciplines such as education and philosophg. influencehas becomeao

pervasive that it is nearly impossible to reason or to make evaluative statements without using
foundationalist terminology we dgnoand®e fior oue MRAlbi ods, amlr ar gu
ouropinions are fibasedd on fAunderlyingo | ogic.

The Emergence of Foundationalist Theology

The foundationalist concept of knowledge wasy attractiveto Christian theologians, as well as

those philosophersho, like Descarte and Locke, had a strong investment in the truths of
Christianity. Driving them was not only the craving for certainty of bel®fhentioned above,

but alsothe recent experience of the Reformatiéimom their perspective, the Reformation had

both a pogive side and a negative sid®n the positive sidevere muchneeded theological

balance andhe correction of ecclesiastical abus&su t It al so had its dar
seamless Garment of Chri st [resulteg.inthe vitleace @ldur c h ]
bloodshed of the Thirty Years War from whiglaropehad just emerged.

An Explosion of Theological Study and Writing

Christian philosophers and theologiansre seekingan unassailable foundation for Christian

belief: a faith grouded in absolute, incontestable, universal truths. The implicatmmghe

Church could beenormous. Internallysuch a foundatiooffered the keytounity i t 6 s al way
easier to get along when everybody agrees on everytHixggrnally, it offered the &y to
evangelism( i t 6s easi er t o -evidem truthe) Maeoyerafonp unassaitalble s e | f
foundation for Christian beliefould be foundthe only alternativeeemed to be aambrace the

skeptical rationalismif not secularismthat many betived was the ultimate state of the
enlightened mind.So asdid 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 theearly days of the Chah, 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 behaviottod types ohatural phenomerfar which the technology at tharte

was capable of measuring.

" Quoted in Grenz and FrankBeyond FoundationalismiNote also the Eurocentrism this quote from Descartes,
overlooking as it does the Great Schism between Eastern and Western Christianity centuries earlier.

8 Hume representeskeptical rationalismyoltaire secularism
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Seek Unityi Finding Division

Ironically, ths project which seemed to offer such a great promiseuty, carried with it the

seeds of m even greater division, led inexorably to the angry and seemingly irreconcilable
conflict we observe today between the Church
happenwhen bothsidesbegan with similar assumptions, similar motives, andiagake same
seeminglydesirable result?

LG Aa | a AYL2moaskaeftie exisridd o Goy asit @oulRk be
F2N) SOSy {KSNI 201 |1 2fYySa (G2 RSY2yaiuNlraGS (K.
Frederick Buechner
Presbyterian Minister and Theologian

As with Foundationalismgenerally, the question for theological Foundationahksas,i \WWere

do we Ontwhattwil we ground our theologyMow will we go aboutisolaing the
universal, unassailable, foundational truths upon which the rest of ourdystiem will be built?

And just as the question remathe same, so does the answer. There are still only two directions
in which wecanwork: inside out or outside in.

We can start internally, with the spiritual experience itself.v@r can start extmally, with
externally verifiable proposition®undin the Scriptures. Descarte®rked from the inside out,
seeking to identify universal expressions of faith that could beade without experiencing
doubt? Mearwhile, Locke worked from the outside inseeking to tesexpressions of faith
against external sense perceptighecke assumedivine revelation through the Scripture to be
adiscrete category of sense perception).

Others can trace the precis@ology® but suffice itt o say t h agproabte whicar t e s 6
chose for its universal and unassailable foundation the inner spiritual expegealedinto

what we now know as theological liberalismeanwhile,L o ¢ k e 6 s , whtpchaseafar fis

universal and unassailable foundation externaindiwevelation,evolved into what we now

know as theological conservatisrin fact, it is the extrememutually exclusive and often

mutually misunderstood positiore eitherside of theconservativdiberal theologicaldivide

which are most consistent thithe bundational beliefs of their side.

‘Before he made his famous statement fl think, therefor
and assumptions to rigorous scrutiitysearch of statement that he could not doulitats t at e ment was, @l
doubting. 0

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

of the Church, BewsdLliNaalisoynd Mundamdntalids St anl ey Grenzds and
Beyond Foundationalism

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

use to avoid confusing it with the simidaounding term foundationalism.
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The liberal sideis often accused of theological relativism or indifferenit® position often
mischaracterizeda |t doesndét matter what you believe.
that thepure libera | position is not that doctrinal bel
foundational truths From the point of view of liberal Christian theological tradition, the
innermost experiences epiritual awarenessire the universal and unassailabligst principles.

Doctrinal beliefsare expressiaof those deeper trutland thus secondaryWe can seexampls

oft hi s i n Schl ei er macorsaousaess as tha fanelamentamexpreksiors o | f
humanityds connecti ongawmirtdhd st hien sii sftiemictee ,t hiant k
and fitruth i s Tsiulbljiecchtéisviftoyc,uds adind fitnhe ground o

Similarly, theconservativesideis often accused of an aititellectual, irrational, and unthinking
commitment to Biblical ierrancy. Butin 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: Godos divi npurer evel a
In this view Scripture truths are the first principles on which #@n&henticity of spiritual
experiences islependentThis can be seen as early as th& €9%e nt ury in Charl e:

concern that the Bi bl e gensirerelibi@s gpemencen[eraphasisist an d
my own] and A.A. Hodgedsassertions that the Bible is inerrant in its original autographs and
infallible in what it teaches, though this is softened somewhat in fhee2@ury by conservative
theologians such as Blodsand McGrathThis 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 this important arena, inerrant Scripture is the ultimate judge of

the authenticity of that experiente.

It is clear thatlie extreme positions on both sides of the libeasiservative dividarelogicaly
consistentextensionsof their foundational positionsret to accept the logic of one side is to
deny the other. Both cannot be trifeone of themis right, the othehas to be wrongrhis has
brought us towhere we are today: a division across which neither side caohregthout
repudiating its coreanunbridgeable 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, 1B8&

2 Murphy, N. (1996)Beyond Liberalism and Fulamentalism: How Modern and Postmodern Philosophy Set the
Theological AgendaHarrisburg, PA: Trinity Press.
13 i

Ibid.
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Cracks in the Foundation

Despite the early enthusiasm, it was not long bethiese on both sides of the liberal
conservativetheological divide were faced with observable facts that called their paaticul
foundational assumptions into question.

Liberal theology, which assumed asfibundation the universality of inner spiritual experience

worked just fine within the still fairly homogeous cultural and religious context of Europit

the time of tle Enlightenment,\en though Europe was splintering politically and religiously, by

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

faith (Christianity). There were other cultures and religions, of course, kayt éxisted at the
fringes of Western civilization. Judai s m, Chr
civilization, while somewhat different in culture and faith, still shared common roots, only
farther back. Thie differences were over who h#te 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 ob@muis. one really say, for
exampl e, t hat tnateaesi@ Hor cosmmuniamwits God lis the same as the
Buddhistés desire f orIsihmtatformaofreligieus chauvinism too f  n |
assert that the ultimate aims of other religions must be the same as ours? Does it not deny both
their distinctiveness and our owrThe convictionthat Jesus Chriss the unique expression of

God has always been the heart of Christiarittys difficult to make the case for universality of

spiritual experiencevithout undermirnng the casdor theuniquensgsof Christ.

Conservative theology, which assumed as its foundation the universality of divine revelation
through (necessarily) inerrant Scriptures, also came face to face wihharotjuestionedhe
paradigm.The exi st ence o frrop micurréneBibkedwas disfurbisgeehoigh.n g e
But even more damaging was the discoveryjnaseasing numbers dbcripturl texts were
unearthedof discrepancies between them.

Clearly, these inconvenient facts created problémnsadherents on both sisleof the liberal

conservative divide. In effect, both sides were faced with a chdir®ally around the purist
position with increasing defensiveness and incre@siel@borate rationalizationsy (2) adopt

compromises that soften the positmmattenpt to prop up confidenc it by other means

Today you will findboth of thesecopingstrategies employed to varying degrég<oth sides
When facedwith contradictionsdetween Scriptural texts, conservativeay defendthe position

“The use of the word fAdesi r eonirvanaist basesnpeird redalinggdte i n ref e
difficulty of just compaing religious experiences, let alone assuming they are universal. Given the Buddhist
understanding of nirvand,goal 06 woul d be better than the word fAdesire
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of inerrant Scripire by producing detailed rationalizations to harmonize varying accounts
Failing that, they may reluctantly allow that one or both of the texts are speaking metaphorically
andclaim that when Scripture is speaking metaphorically,itesrant in that sese.When faced

with clear differences in the spiritual experiences and goals of various faith traditions, liberals
maydefend the position of universality by insisting teath universalityies at a deepeor more
symbolic level. Faced witBcriptural &xts 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 asnfguhoseaccounts 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 centiNgwtonian physics had been very successful in
accounting for the behavior of observed natural phenomenon. But as the nineteenth century was
drawing to a closea few storm clouds hacegun to gather on the horizon: phenomfemavhich

the paradigm of Newtonian physics could not fully accdtint.

As science marched into the twentieth century, it became clear that reality was not as solid and
immutable as asthought. In the earlier padf the centuy, Albert Einstein, with hishteory of
relativity, opened the door just a crack to a new way of thinking about time andaphedout
matter and energyJp until that point, we had thoughtitese things were immutable. But what
Einstein showe usi to borrow a term from accountirigwasthattheywere fungible. Matter
could be converted to energy (e.g., nuclear fission or fusimh)this is where it began to get
really strange) ibecametheoretically possible to turn energy into mat#str relativistic speeds,
strange things began to happen. Ticoelld becomdi d i |, 0ardex dnd causality changed, a
leastfrom a certain point of viewror example, from the point of view afhypothetical person
travelling on a starship at nelagght speed, the people left behind would be agiaga faster rate
But from the point of view of the persewho stayed behind, they would be agaitganormal
rate while the spacéravelling friend would be aging more slowlxhich point of view is true?
According to relativity theory, botlare true (or more accurately, neither point of view is more
valid than the other)Reality dependent on point of viewP h at 6 the certainty and
universality of truth that the Foundationalism paradigm promised.

15 For those of you who are physigficiandos | am told those included the failure to accoumtdertain aspects of
the propagation of light and for blatdody radiation.
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But if relaivity theory opened the door a crack to a new way of thinking about reality, then
guantum theory kicked itright off its hinges It was as researchers began to explore the sub
atomic (or quantum) realm that it became clear thahat level, reality wasiot & all asit
appeared to bén fact, it was positively bizarre, violating many of the principles that Newtonian
physics had established asiversallaws. Light, which we had thought of as energyaves
could act like it consisted gdarticles while subatomicparticles could act likewaves.Matter

and energy were constantly moving in and ouexitence Cause and effect, in some cases,
ceased to have any real meanimyit the two nost important contributions ofuantumtheory to

our discussion ofhe Foundationalism paradigm dweo related principles: th@®bserverEffect

and theUncertaintyPrinciple.

Not only is the universe stranger than we imagine,
it is stranger than we can imagine.
Sir Arthur Eddington
British Astrophysicist, 1882954

Put simply, the Observer Effect establishes that it is not possible to observe a phenomenon
without having an actual physical impact oriie., creating a different reality).By virtue of

being close enough to observe any phenomenon, the obbenmes pa of its local system.
Everythingi fromt he observerds own minute gravitatio
radiated heat and reflected light) to the tools the observer uses to make measurements to the acts
of measurement themselviesontaminateshe phenomenon being observed and measured.

Meanwhile, Heisenber§ $Jncertainty Principleis a mathematical model whiathescribes a
specific case of th®bserver EffectHeisenberg demonstrated that it was impossible to measure
an el ect r on éomenpro with the same lewatl af acouracy. The more accurately you
measure position, the less accurately you can measurentum and vice versa.

Experiments haveroventhatthe light or radiation required to observe the patlamoélectron

causs a phys c a | alteration of the electronbés path
observe Even more mysteriously, experimemtgh electron streams have demonstrated that, if
observectollectively, electrons can bghown to have been in two places at obe if measured
individually they can only be in one place at a tilmeother words, electrons are energy waves,

unless observed, in which case the wavesxratiapse and they become patrticles.

The practical impact of these discoveries was to rendendationalismbased Newtonian
physics useless at the quantum le@ssical physicposited thaif 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 Obsewer Effectand the Uncertainty Principle demonstrate thasuch
precisionis impossible to attain.
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God does not play dice with the world
Albert Einstein

¢CKS2NBGAOFE t KeéaAa Odrsbriiof theyCRntutyA187855a | 3+ T Ay SQa
But perhaps far more impant 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 realit9n one side is th&€openhagen Interpretation
formulated by Niels Bohr and Werner Heisenberg during their collaboration in Copenhagen,
which posits thathe act of observatioiiself creates the realitgbserved (i.e., consciousness
creates reality)On the other side is theinsteinPodolskyRosen thesi, whch suggests that
matter and energy have fixed, though potentially infinite, propedes$ that the act of
observation limits or degrades reality other wordsfinite consciousness is only capable of
perceiving limited aspects of infinite realityn a letter to Bohr, Einstein summed up his
objections to the Copenhagémterpretationwith the words A1 God does not pl ay
universe. o To which Bohr replied, ADoné6t tell

52y Qi GSftf D2R 6KI{d (G2 R23 ! f06SNI
Niels Bohr
Theoretical physicist and quantum mechari@851962

Of course, these philosophical/theological interpretations of the relationship of the true nature of
reality to our perception at long predate the advent ofigntum physics. George Berkeley,
Bishop of Cloynein Ireland and imminent philosopher theologian, proposed something very
much like the Copenhagen Interpretation in th& @a@rly century.His point of view was an
extreme form of empiricism which he callgiii mmat er i alathersnhave cath i ¢ h
Asubjectiove i dealism

It is perhaps besxpressed itwo limericks about it written by Ronald Knox:

Thereoncewas a man who said 060God
Must think it exceedingly odd
If he finds that this tree
Continues to be
When therebs no one about in the quad.
Dear Sir, Your astonishmentdés odd:
| am always about in the quad.
And thatdés why the tree
Will continue to be,
Since observed byours faithfully, God'®

(@)}

® Downing, Lisa, "George BerkeleyThe Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2004 Editiédyvard N.
Zalta(ed.), URL:http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2004/entries/berkeley
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In a very literal sensefor the Copenhagen Interpretatigerception is reality.Conscious
observaibn is what creates realityntil observation takes place, all that exists are statistical
probabilitesOr t o coin a phrase from Descartes, il
Conscious observation, in effect, decides which of the possbiliill become realityit raises

the question of what happens to reality if no consciousaesty is there to observe'it.And

ironically, as Bishop Berkeley flippantly observed above, the Copenhagen Interpretation
ultimately requires the existence obéas the ultimate observer for there to be any observers in

the first place.

The philosophicatheological point of view expressed IBinsteinPodolskyRosen(or EPR)
Thesis i that finite human consciousness is incapable of accurately and completely
compehending a potentially infinite reality is literally as old as sin. In fact, that humanity is
incapable of seeinigself as God does isnedefinition of sin'®

Pehapsthe best way tallustrate the EPRTh e s desciption of how reality worksis by
aralogy. 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 mbgemment
experience of the game: the projections we see on the screen as we reactttattbessthe
computer presents us. Yet those projections are orilyfiaitesimaly small fragment of options

the computer could display. The reality of the game is the programming that makes all those
projections possible and which containsvigually infinite number of possibilities. In the
program lieall the scenarios in which you win aral in which you loseall in which your
character lives andll in which your character dies. In the reality of the programming, all those
possibilities are trueYet 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 Interpretatidme EPR ThesisPhere is

no way of knowingfor sure. But in either cagbe 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 quanysicph

have revealed that the premise on whiohglomise was madeagnot 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 realitylhat concept iserisimilitude a close approximation of truth. They have
also demonstrated that the larger the community of resanolvestigating any phenomenon,

YOr as the ancient Zen koen asks, Alf a tree falls in
This concerngives real poignancy to the old jolaout Descartes on an airplane: The flight attendant asks
Descartes, ACoffee, tea, beverage?0 Descartes replies,
'®|sa. 55:89.
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the higher the degree of verisimilitude, because each investigator comes at the prithlem w
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 ightenment 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 holw. 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, UnScriptural Assumptions. Perhaps our hope was misplaced from the start.
The true hubris of the Enlightenmeand its underlying paradigm of Foundationalism is
ultimately, for Christias at least, a theological onEoundationalism wasased on the
assumptiorthat human rationality could perceigemplete truth, which in turis predicated on

the assumption that our rationality wasless fallen thn the rest ofour nature a specious
assumption at best, given our understandifighe nature of sinln fact, reither of these
assumpons h& any basis in Scripturd.o seek the certainty that the Foundationalism pagnad
promised, we had to turn a blind eye to Scriptural admonitions that the human mind is no less
affected by sirthan other human facultieShe apostle Paul explicitly warnes not to deceive
ourselves into believing that our rationalityes capable ofranscending the fallenness of the
human condition because fAthe wisdom™ aAs$fart hi s
as Paul was concerned, the mind provided just as many occasions for sin as any other human
faculty. And long before Rul, the pophet Isaiah declared that hunthoughts are as fdrelow
Godos t houg bdowheaver la fagt, tif ve dresto lend any credence at althe
storyof the fallin the book ofGenesis, it is this misbegotten idea that our rationality can ibe ou
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 platk.

If I am capable of grasping God objectively, | do not believe,
but precisely because | cannot do this | mustliese.
Soren Kierkegaard
Danish Philagpher and Theologian, 18141855

91 Ca. 3:20(cf. Rom. 7:14).
*®|sa.55:9(cf. Isa. 64:6).
% Gen 3:124.
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Doubt Cannot Be Eliminated From Faith Without Eliminating Grace. It is not possiblgor

finite human beings to completely and accurately understandhfinite reality, let alone
compleely and accurately understand the truths of God. We cannot be objective observers, either
of our own inner experiences of the outer world. Even if there are inner spiritual experiences
that are universal, we caot experience them with absolute objeityi. Even if thereareerror

free and absolute external truths being revealed to us by God, through the Scripture or elsewhere,
we are incapable of perceivitigemwithout error.

And evenif Foundationalism had delivered on its promise aedhad beenkde to achieve the

certainty of knowledge we sought, we would have eliminated faith.itaslthe writer of the
Letter to the Hebrews wrote, AFaith is the as
not & Arme achiéving certaiy throughour own rationality would contradithe 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
Afree gift of Godo and never a resul®® of our

The busines®f 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 apologeti®$41936

Neither Conservatives Nor LiberalsHave a Lock on the Truth. In different ways, both the
liberal and conservatv e s i d e s irternal Aarguméhhhave bdsdi their approaches to
faith on the assumption that it is possible to identify universal principles and eliminate doubt. If
that basic assumption is incorrect,ethit matters little whether your approach is outdide
(which requires as its foundation inerrant Scripture) or inside out (which requires as its
foundation the universality of core spiritual experiences). Neither agpradimately can
deliver the universality and certaintyand thus the unity it seels. The best we can humanly
achieve isserisimilitude(a close approximation of the truth).

Triangulating in on the Truth T We Need Each Other If we haveto settle forverisimilitude

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 atherf we in the Church accept tlapproachthen

we will have to admit that we need those people who have different theological points of view
fromourowmnWhen we engage each othersdé differences
better at trianglating in on a closer and closer approximation of what truths there are to be
known.

2 Heb.11:1-3.
% Eph. 2:8 (cf. Rom 3:245:157).
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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 togeihgrpoints of view

to enhanceheir understanding of the Scriptures. This method, called Midrash, assumes that by
placing texts against texts and interpretations against interpretations, vasisouing thabne

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

is trying to communicate to us through the Scriptures.

Shifting the Focusfrom What We Believe to Whan We Believe In Perhaps it is time that we

stop trying to build our unity on a foundation of what tieve. 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 believesiirand lovesi us.Af t er al |, Jesus did
doctrines | will teach you are the wayh e tr ut h, and the | ife. 0 Wha
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 aything but love.
William Sloane Coffin
Christian Clergyman and Peace Activist, 12Qd6

Truth is Important But So Is Humility and Love. | want to be clear: | am not saying that it is
unimportant what we believe. On the contrary, it is very important wkabelieve. God is the

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

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

little more humility and view what othersold as truth wittour mindsa 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 bound to be at least a little wrong in what we understand about the truth of

God. Whatever truth we do knoivto the extent that we truly comprehend ive understand

only through the grace of Go&dhknd when we speak the truth we
truth ®iamdl owed dall hu’mility and gentleness. 0

Theology ighe study of God and his ways.
For all we know, dung beetles may study man ang ways and call it humanology.
If so, we would probably be more toched and amused than irritated.
One hopes that God feels likewise.
Frederick Buechner

% Eph 4:15.
% Eph4:2 (cf. Php 2:3; 1 Pet 5:5).
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Living the Truth We Know T Letting God Straighten Each Other Out. Maybe itis time we

loosen our grip on our need for certainty. Maybesttime 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 time to focus most intently on the things that are truly core to being a
follower of Christi thingslike the power of the love of Christ to create community where there
wasnoneand t he power of GodOohe hddrtsland midgs iofrhnuntankindo t r a
We can each speakand more importaty, live 7 the truth that we have come to knaamdwe

canwork out our own salvation with fear and tremblfigiVe can accomplish thigrough our
relationship with Christ and througheHo | vy Spirit s transformati on
we read and hear the stories of Scripture. A
Auso and to resist their attempts to make dfAus
little more like Christ.

When certaint falls, what remains is FAITHzaith in the One who is THE TRUTH

Fa no one can lay any foundation
other than the one already laid,
which is Jesus Christ.
Paul of Tarshish
Tentmaker and Apostle

% php 1:12.
271 Cor 3:13
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Biblical Reflections

Exodus 33:1923

Moses said, "Show me your glory, | pray.” A@bd said, "l will make all my goodness pass
before you, and will proclaim before you the naMEVH. . . But," he said, "you cannot see my
face; for no one shall see me and li8ee, therés a place by me where you shall stand on the
rock; and while my glory passes by | will put you in a cleft of the rock, and | will cover you with
my hand until | have passed by; then | will take away my hand, and you shall see my back; but
my face shall nbbe seen.”

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

to see only a small rmauman beifigcac@ddd gl ory b
face and live. To what extent cariinite human reasorcomprehendultimate

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

John 14:6
Thomas said tdesus"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 tru

What does it mean for a persto 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°°
J es us Beetwdorthréede gatherechimy name, | 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 experiencingetdeyr of

the Way, the Truth, and the Life?

2 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 certaldoy? doeshatneed
for express itself? When deciding what is {rte@what do you tend tgive the most
weight: Scripture Tradition, Reason, @yer, Other? Given that the best we cangefor
is verisimilitude (a close apmximation of truth) how mightinteractingwith someone
whose point of view is different from yourkelp youto gain a more complete
understanding of reality?

2. Does your church tend to give more weighsparitual experience (the liberahsideout
approach) or Scripture (the conservativeoutsidein approach? What is lost by this
tendency? What is gained? What could be leafireed theapproachoppositeyou owrf

3. How does your need for certainty interferéehawyour faith? How could a more humble
attitude toward your own understanding of what is true helpagbumore out of faith?
Answer the same questions for your congregatianpour denomination.
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