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Can faith ever be knowledge?

For it is the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.

Paul, 2 Corinthians 4:6

Are the central teachings of the Christian tradition things that can be known to be true if appropriately examined? Are they possible subjects of knowledge? Are there people who actually do know them to be true? Or are they things you can only believe or choose to commit yourself to, perhaps only profess? And does it really matter one way or the other? If so, why?

Consider just the Apostles’ Creed:


I believe in God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried. He descended into hell. The third day he rose again from the dead. He ascended into heaven, and sits on the right hand of God, the Father Almighty. From thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead. I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy Catholic Church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting.



This creed is widely regarded and used among Christians as an expression of belief or faith – and possibly of mere commitment or profession where genuine belief is lacking but wanted. But can we also know that what is expressed in these beliefs is true and real? And does it matter whether we know what they express or not? Wouldn’t it be enough to just believe them? That is often suggested. Mere belief as a heroic act – or even as the result of a miracle – might warrant God’s favour.

Of course, we can fail to know the articles of the creed – no doubt about that – and many people do. Just as someone might, for lack of appropriate application, fail to know the multiplication tables, the order of succession of American presidents or British prime ministers, or the capital cities of the world. If we don’t know those things, however, it is because of an omission on our part. We might believe them without knowing them, of course, but we also can come to know them if we make a point of it. With that everyone agrees. Not knowing them says nothing about the possibility or impossibility of knowledge of them, or about the advantages of knowing them instead of only believing them or being totally ignorant of them. Could the same be true of the Apostles’ Creed? Could it be true of the other central teachings of the Christian tradition?

These are important questions for how we live our lives. Almost everyone today is prepared to say that those teachings of Christianity cannot be things we know and that, in this respect, they are like the teachings of every religion. In much of the Western world we live under a social consensus that seems to require such a response. According to it, the teachings of religion are not possible subjects of knowledge. But we must not accept this conclusion without question, for its implications are of profound importance. They place the teachings of religion at a crushing disadvantage before all that passes for knowledge in our world. They relegate them to practical irrelevance and loosen any grip they might otherwise have on the understanding and direction of life. Is that really justified? Or is it a terrible mistake? The difference between belief and knowledge is huge and affects every area of life. Not having knowledge of the central truths of Christianity is certainly one reason for the great disparity between what Christians profess and how they behave – a well-known and disturbing phenomenon.

Knowledge, belief, commitment and profession

We must begin to rethink these matters by reflecting on what knowledge is. What is it to know, to possess knowledge of a certain subject matter? We cannot here plumb this question to its depths, but a working idea, derived from how we actually deal with knowledge in real life, is this: We have knowledge of something when we are representing it (thinking about it, speaking of it, treating it) as it actually is, on an appropriate basis of thought and experience. Knowledge involves truth or accuracy of representation, but it must also be truth based upon adequate evidence or insight. The evidence or insight comes in various ways, depending on the nature of the subject matter. But it must be there.

Knowledge in this sense is what we require of those in public life, professionals and leaders. We expect them to know what they are doing, to be right, but not just by guessing or luck. We might occasionally accept luck in a car mechanic – far less so in a brain surgeon or a government official – but even then only if it comes in a context of solid knowledge and steady practice based on it. Those professionals must not count on luck. You would not take your car to a garage that advertised itself as being lucky in making repairs. Luck cannot be the modus operandi. Knowledge brings truth and correctness under reliable control. That is what we need and want in real life, and what we regularly have. But how does that differ from belief?

Belief, by contrast, has no necessary tie to truth, good method or evidence. We can believe what is false and often do. Belief may arise from many sources. Children and others ‘catch’ beliefs from those around them. Emotions such as fear, hatred or love give rise to beliefs. In its basic nature belief is a matter of tendencies to act. It has a certain feeling tone to it in some cases, but to believe something involves a readiness to act, in appropriate circumstances, as if what is believed were so. Thus belief involves the will in a way that knowledge does not. If I believe I am low on fuel when driving, I will have an eye out for a petrol station and be ready to turn in and fill up if things seem right. If I believe I have plenty of fuel, on the other hand, my thoughts, feelings, tendencies and behaviour will be characteristically different. But of course I could be wrong either way and still believe. My fuel gauge may have gone wrong, or my friend, who loaned me the car, may have misinformed me about the need for fuel.

Similarly, if I really do believe in God, I will tend to act as if he exists. If I believe that the Bible and the Church are unique sources of reliable information about life and well-being, I will tend to honour them and give them careful attention, making them a part of my life. If I believe they are not, I will avoid them or even attack them.

But what about commitment? Is it the same as belief? Not at all. Commitment, made so much of today in religion and in life, need not involve belief, much less knowledge. You can commit yourself to something you don’t even believe. Commitment is simply a matter of choosing and implementing a course of action. We have that ability. It is part of what humans can do. Sometimes we have to act when we ‘don’t know what to do’ or even when we have no belief concerning what would be best. Time and circumstance are passing. A person lost in a forest may have no idea of which direction to take, but commit in action to one particular direction because the person knows or believes he or she must do something. Or an investment must be made now, for example, or a relationship engaged in. We then commit ourselves to a course of action, because we must do something. Or perhaps, on rare occasions, we wish to be arbitrary, to just have a fling and see what happens. That is how we board a roller-coaster.

At an even greater distance from knowledge is profession. Sometimes people profess to believe things they are not even committed to. They may do this just to fit into a social setting. Throughout history, and still in some places today, professing to believe things they don’t believe, or even things they are committed against, has been the only way for people to save their lives or avoid great harm. This was true of Jews and Muslims in Spain at one time and is true for Christians in many parts of our world today. Professing to believe has, sadly, played a large role in the practice of religion. It has profoundly stained our understanding of what religion is. Some people seem to profess belief in God ‘just in case’ there is a God. But they neither are committed to nor believe in the idea that God exists.

Why knowledge matters

With these distinctions before us, we can see how important the answer is to the question of whether religious or other teachings are subjects of knowledge. It makes a huge difference in the conduct of life and for human well-being. Knowledge, but not mere belief or commitment, confers on its possessor an authority or right – even a responsibility – to act, to direct action, to establish and supervise policy, and to teach. Circumstances will modify this from case to case, but it is in general true. Knowledge also confers upon belief and action a stability and communicability that other sources of action do not. This is because knowledge involves truth: truth secured by experience, method and evidence that is generally available.

And that explains why we want leaders, professionals and others we rely upon to know what they are doing, not just to believe or feel strongly about it. We trust them on the assumption or the hope that they know their area of expertise, even if we are mistaken about them in a given case. Beliefs, commitments, feelings, traditions and power do not confer on them the same right and authority as knowledge does, even if those things sometimes happen to coincide with a correct outcome. We are still aware that those sources of action might have been wrong and that they lack any basis that ensures their rightness – especially, any basis that can be shared and openly evaluated in fair inquiry by those affected. Clearly, our belief (trust, confidence, faith) in those who guide or help us assumes that they have knowledge. If they lack the knowledge assumed, they are disqualified, even if they remain in a position of service or power.

It is a mistake to think of belief simply as knowledge manqué, as something that falls short of knowledge or is deficient knowledge. Belief does not ‘turn into’ knowledge, though we sometimes come to know what we previously only believed. Rather, belief and knowledge are different kinds of things with different roles in life. Belief does not necessarily disappear when knowledge comes. Of two people who share a belief, one can also know what they both believe, and the other not. This is typical of teachers and students or of experts and non-experts in a given area. Certainly we often believe what we do not, and perhaps cannot, know. We would be in a pretty pickle if we could not do that, for knowledge is not always available to guide action when we need it. But it is less widely recognised that we sometimes do not believe what we know. For example, most people who take part in the Lottery know they will not win. They will not win, and they have good evidence that they will not. They may refuse to consider the evidence or to hold it before their mind. Yet they are prepared to act as if they might win. In wagering they are irrational and irresponsible. Human life is full of such self-delusions.

And that explains why gambling is morally wrong. It is not a morally admirable practice, but just the opposite. Rational and responsible persons will not do it. (We have a duty to be rational. It is a virtue.) And it also explains why the gambling industry presents itself as ‘entertainment’. It wants to disguise what it really is. When you gamble, according to it, you are just ‘enjoying yourself’ or having a fling. But rational and responsible people are those who strive to base their beliefs and actions upon their knowledge.

We must not overlook this when thinking about the relationship between knowledge and belief, and between knowledge and Christian faith. It is desirable to base our beliefs on knowledge wherever possible. Knowledge stabilises true belief and makes it more effectual for good as well as more accessible and shareable. We cannot understand this if we are thinking of belief as only a preliminary to knowledge, one that disappears when knowledge arrives. Ideally, knowledge is the basis of belief, and, when it is, it gives the belief a very different bearing upon life. Knowledge is a basis for belief, the very best basis, but belief is not a basis for knowledge or even a constituent of it. Thus we come by the idea of mere ‘head knowledge’ – it is knowledge without belief, and perhaps it is mere profession.

Religion always presents itself as based on knowledge

The central teachings of the Christian religion, such as those of the Apostles’ Creed, were from the beginning presented and accepted as knowledge – knowledge of what is real and what is right.1 That is why they had the transforming effect they did on a world dead set against them. Indeed, the biblical tradition as a whole presents itself, rightly or wrongly, as one of knowledge of God. Then, within that overarching context of knowledge, there do arise specific occasions of faith and commitment to action extending beyond what is known, but still conditioned upon the knowledge of God. Consider the biblical stories. When, for example, Abraham left his homeland and went out ‘not knowing’ where he was going, he did so because of his knowledge of God and of God’s constant care in his life. He did not do it wondering whether God existed or was with him. The same was true of his willingness to offer up his son Isaac. The very ground of his actions in faith without specific knowledge was precisely overarching knowledge of his God, who spoke to him and acted in his life.

The same is true of Moses when he went in faith to deliver the Israelites from slavery, and of David when he went into battle against Goliath. Moses, according to the texts, is given conclusive evidence that God is with him – evidence he also can present to others (Exod. 3–4). David actually cites, to those who doubted his ability, the experiences and the knowledge that enabled him to believe he could conquer the giant (1 Sam. 17:34–37). Over and over in the Old Testament the explanation of events in human history is that humans may know that Jehovah is the living God.2 An act of faith in the biblical tradition is always undertaken in an environment of knowledge and is inseparable from it.

We can never understand the life of faith seen in Scripture and in serious Christian living unless we drop the idea of faith as a ‘blind leap’ and understand that faith is commitment to action, often beyond our natural abilities, based upon knowledge of God and God’s ways. The romantic talk of ‘leaping’, to which we in the Western world have become accustomed, actually amounts to ‘leaping’ without faith – that is, with no genuine belief at all. And that is actually what people have in mind today when they speak of a ‘leap of faith’.

The biblical stories know absolutely nothing of blind ‘leaps of faith’, as that phrase is now understood. Such ‘leaps’ are a pure fantasy imposed upon those stories and upon the religious life by the prejudices and tortured turns of modern thought. The result has been to undermine the foundations of faith in knowledge and to leave the teachings of Jesus and his people (along with those of all other religions) hanging in the air, with no right or responsibility to direct human life. That also explains how many people can now say, ‘All religions are equal.’ What is meant is that all religions are equally devoid of knowledge and reality or truth. In fact, however, no known religions are the same; they teach and practise radically different things. You only have to look at them to see that. To say they are all the ‘same’ is to disrespect them. It is a way of claiming that none really matter, that their distinctives are of no human significance.

Alvin Plantinga is one of the most highly regarded American philosophers of recent decades. In virtue of his research and publications, no one today has clearer insight into knowledge and belief than he does. He rightly points out that knowledge is an essential element of Christian faith, and he dismisses the common assumption that one can only believe that God exists, but cannot know it. He remarks: ‘The Bible regularly speaks of knowledge in this context – not just rational or well-founded belief. Of course, it is true that the believer has faith – faith in God, faith in what he reveals – but this by no means settles the issue. The question is whether he doesn’t also know that God exists. Indeed, according to the Heidelberg Catechism, knowledge is an essential element of faith, so that one has true faith that p only if he knows that p.’3

The language of the New Testament documents is starkly clear on the centrality of knowledge to following Jesus. It even defines or describes eternal life as knowledge. Jesus speaks of the eternal kind of life he brings to his people: ‘And this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent’ (John 17:3; cf. 1 John 1:1–5; 2:3; 4:7–8, 13). We shall have much more to say later on about this knowledge that is the eternal kind of life. But for now we only recall the ringing declarations of Paul: ‘I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings’ (Phil. 3:10; all italic in scriptural quotations has been added by me), and ‘I know the one in whom I have put my trust’ (2 Tim. 1:12). Or consider the carefully laid out passage in 2 Peter 1:2–3: ‘May grace and peace be yours in abundance in the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord. His divine power has given us everything needed for life and godliness, through the true knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness.’ Shortly afterwards we are told to support our ‘goodness’, or virtue, with knowledge, as disciples of Jesus (v. 5). Then the admonition is given at the end of this letter to ‘grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ’ (3:18). The assumption is that we have knowledge of him and that it can and should continually grow. The book now in your hand is devoted to an examination of this assumption in the context of modern life and thought.

But what is true of Christianity in its inception and history is true of other religions as well. They all present themselves as providing knowledge of what is real and what is right. To think otherwise is to falsify the very nature of religious consciousness and religious life as well as the claims of the particular religions. If religions only called people to ‘faith’ or commitment (or profession!) as those are now generally understood, they would have no claim whatsoever on the attention of humankind. Instead, they offer – whether they are right about it or not – knowledge of certain profound truths, and they call people to act on the basis of that knowledge.

The ‘enlightenment’ of which Buddhists speak, for example, is offered as knowledge, as passing beyond the false beliefs and passions engulfing the usual human existence and grasping ultimate reality. The Buddha promises knowledge of how things really are. Your belief or ‘faith’ is, after all, just a fact of little interest about you, but your knowledge, or claims thereto, puts you in a larger context that involves the public. Indeed, one can hardly imagine a religion offering itself on the basis of mere belief or commitment. Why would anyone imagine such a thing? Well, as it turns out, there is a good answer to that question.

The struggle for the Western mind

In the Western world, a great historical struggle between what might be called ‘traditional’ knowledge, represented by the Church, and modern knowledge, represented by science, has brought us to where many can only think of religion as mere belief or commitment. A significant part of what the traditional ‘Christian’ authority in late medieval and early modern Europe presented as knowledge turned out not to be knowledge at all. Some of it was shown to be false by genuine advances in knowledge, and some of it was found to be based upon unreliable or questionable sources. A pervasive mood of rejection then arose. That mood became an intellectual and academic lifestyle and spread across the social landscape as an authority in its own right. It branded all traditional and religious ‘knowledge’ as mere illusion or superstition and all of the sources of such knowledge as unreliable or even delusory. This mood came, with no logical justification whatever, to govern the world of Western thought, and you will see it today in the popular works of anti-Christian and anti-religious writers. Over a period of time the status of ‘knowledge’ came to be reserved, as a matter of definition, to the subject matters of mathematics and the ‘natural’ sciences – and, questionably, to that of the ‘social’ or ‘human’ sciences as well.

We cannot tell that whole story here, but it brings us to where, rightly or wrongly, we stand today. Religion, and the Christian tradition in particular – because it was the form of religion that occupied the ground in Europe and North America – lost in the public mind its standing as a body of knowledge about what is real and what is right. It could no longer presume in society at large to direct action, to formulate and supervise policy, and to teach its principles as knowledge of how things really are.

Now, you may think that that is too strongly stated. You may reply that we in the Western world extend to all religions the right to believe, speak, act and teach what they please. But that is not really true, when you carefully examine the facts. And, with little if any exception, it is only a political and legal matter at best. It is not a concession publicly granted because religious teachings are regarded as possibly constituting a body of knowledge. And this is usually agreed to by Christians themselves. In the United States, even institutions of higher education that self-identify as Christian do not think of or present themselves as possessing a body of knowledge that secular schools do not have. They do not say that the secular schools lack knowledge of reality. They fear public disqualification from the knowledge and research game if they say that.

Christians have actually encouraged faith without knowledge

In fact, the Christian churches generally not only accepted the elimination of their teachings from the domain of knowledge; they were also complicit in it and even encouraged it. With the burgeoning of modern and entirely secularised knowledge in the 1700s and 1800s, they over time conceded the field of knowledge to a totally secularised ‘science’ and ‘research’. On the theological left, or ‘liberal’ side, this was very largely a defensive move, designed to insulate Christian faith and practice from any possible negative impact of the results of scientific and historical studies. Liberal theology in its earlier periods made out the essence of religion to be a matter of inner experience, including, first, the moral life, which was said not to depend upon matters of historical or other ‘facts’. It later lost the ‘inner’ emphasis entirely and became a version of what is now called ‘social ethics’. The famous gap between fact and value, so dear to the modern mind, did heavy service here. Baruch Spinoza, David Hume, Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Schleiermacher, Gotthold Lessing and many others lent their weight to divorcing religion and morality from the world of facts and knowledge.4 In time, religion and morality became merely ‘political’, as they are now for most people. What is political, as now understood, does not require knowledge, but only advocacy. Its only issue is how to ‘win’ for ‘your side’.

The same disconnection of faith from knowledge was achieved on the theological right, or ‘conservative’ side, of Christian institutions, though upon a different principle. Here knowledge was classed as ‘works’ or as the result of merely human effort. It was opposed to the miraculous work of ‘grace’, which was supposed to produce belief (‘faith’) without human knowledge or even in opposition to it. You are saved by grace through faith, as the apostle Paul famously said, and the faith was a gift of God, not a result of human effort, in order that no one would be in a position to boast of his or her superiority (Eph. 2:8–9).5 Knowledge was pushed away as inessential to saving faith, having nothing to do with it. There was no thought that such faith, though still a gift, might actually involve knowledge as an essential part or support, or that knowledge too could be a gift of God without losing its inner character as knowledge, possibly even a gift essential to the gift of faith.

So in the recent past Christian leaders and institutions of one stripe or another have abandoned knowledge to the secular mind and even promulgated the idea that if you knew something, you could not have faith in it. That is often said now and in fact has become the usual approach. Never mind that our lives are full of things we both believe and know, and that we even believe most things we do believe because we know them. We justifiably regard people who in ordinary life believe things they don’t know with some caution. And we ordinarily want and expect people to believe things they do know, if at all possible.

The American Quaker theologian Elton Trueblood, some years ago, quoted Kirsopp Lake’s definition: ‘Faith is not belief in spite of evidence, but life in scorn of consequences.’ Then he adds: ‘Faith, as the plain man knows, is not belief without proof, but trust without reservations.’6 This loads a bit too much on to faith, to be honest about it, for faith certainly allows for some reservations. Still, Trueblood was moving in the right direction. Faith has to do with engagement of the will, as we have noted, and not with absence of knowledge – which may come or go in various ways along with engagement of the will.

Tolerance rejects knowledge?

Another line of influence pushing religion and faith out of the range of knowledge has to do with tolerance, or with its opposite, persecution. There has arisen the idea that if you think you know what your religion holds to be true, as distinct from merely believing, being committed to, or professing it, you will be certain – you will have no doubt about what your religion teaches. That in turn will, supposedly, make a bigot of you; you will be close-minded, dogmatic, arrogant and high-handed. You will treat ‘infidels’ badly, for they will in your eyes deserve no better. You may then deprive them of their goods, torture them, or even kill them. People who know they are right, it is said, are intolerant, and when in power, they are dangerous.

There is some apparent historical warrant to this view, but is the problem really knowledge, or is it something else? Possibly the lack of appropriate knowledge? And can the solution to the problem of intolerance really lie in denying knowledge, especially with respect to the things that matter most to many human beings, religion and morals? If we can just treat religion and morals as areas in which there is no knowledge, the proposal is, we will have pulled the rug out from under dogmatism, intolerance and persecution. They will then disappear. Well, one can only say that that is a pretty shallow analysis of the problem of intolerance. Intolerant people often claim ‘absolute’ knowledge, but that does not mean you can get rid of intolerance by disallowing knowledge.7

This line of thinking about tolerance and knowledge has become routine in elite cultural circles, however. It is a major part of what lies behind the elevation of tolerance to the level of the few primary virtues recognised today.8 Several years ago the scientist and intellectual historian Jacob Bronowski produced a television series and a book called The Ascent of Man. In the eleventh episode and chapter, he dealt with the great harm done by those who think they know. Supposedly, the harm is done just because they think they know. At the end of the episode he strides out into the ash pond at Auschwitz, squats down, and scoops up a handful of mud. ‘This,’ he says, ‘is where people were turned into numbers. Into this pond were flushed the ashes of some four million people. And that was not done by gas. It was done by arrogance. It was done by dogma. It was done by ignorance. When people believe that they have absolute knowledge, with no test in reality, this is how they behave. This is what men do when they aspire to the knowledge of the gods.’9

There are points here well worth making, but the recommended solution to the problem is to make all ‘knowledge’ tentative, that is, to hold it only if it is open to further testing and critical reflection. That is surely a good idea, for a little knowledge is proverbially a dangerous thing, and knowledge is never complete, as the apostle Paul pointed out (1 Cor. 8:2). But Bronowski and others have associated openness and humility about knowledge only with science and scientific knowledge. Other knowledge claims, especially those of religion and morality, are thought by them to have no test in reality and therefore no check on the certainty with which they are held. So claims to knowledge in these other areas must be rejected, they think, and this can be done by simply restricting knowledge to scientific knowledge. That is their solution. Once again, then, religion and Christian beliefs are eliminated from the domain of knowledge. Faith cannot be ‘knowledge’ or be certified by ‘knowledge’, it is held. But with that it loses the rights, authority and power over life that are always reserved for knowledge and that are not applicable to mere belief or commitment. No doubt that was, after all, what was wanted by some.

Disowning knowledge leads to tolerance?

Bronowski certainly regarded himself as expressing moral, though perhaps not religious, knowledge – as not just making a ‘leap of faith’ – when he presses for the elimination of ‘absolute’ knowledge. Certainly he is not expressing a conclusion of any science known to humankind. And it is fair to ask how one can stand against arrogance and intolerance and persecution except on the basis of knowledge. Is that not what he is doing – resting his case on what he knows? What else is possible? He certainly did not think he was just expressing his own personal belief or commitment. And is it not true that the brightest examples of people who stand against arrogance and intolerance are, for the most part, those who stand on the basis of what they take to be religious and moral knowledge? Wasn’t that true of most of those who did oppose Hitler and his ash pond? And, just for the record, those who did not oppose Hitler usually blamed it, precisely, on lack of knowledge: ‘We did not know this was being done!’

Also, it is not obvious, to say the least, that those who have abandoned religious and moral knowledge are more tolerant and less inclined to arrogance and cruelty than those who adhere to it. Human beings routinely assume superiority on many grounds other than possession of knowledge. The sad truth is that people can be just as arrogant from belief, commitment, various associations or simple egotism as from claimed knowledge. Do we actually find more humility and tolerance, with respect to the things that really matter to them, in those who reject the possibility of religious knowledge than in those who accept religious knowledge? What are the empirical facts here, and where are the studies that establish them? Let’s be ‘scientific’ about that.

Tolerance is not indifference, but a generous regard and even provision for those who differ from us on points we deeply care about. To support tolerance – which is not the same as lacking intolerance – more is required than just a lack of certainty concerning differences at issue. We must also care about people. Genuine tolerance itself must be based upon assured knowledge of what is real and what is right. And it always is. It is not a ‘leap of faith’. Tolerance is not the lack of something, but the expression of a positive vision of what is good and right, a vision taken to be solidly grounded in knowledge of how things really are. It has often been considered knowledge that all human beings are equally loved by God, and the call to tolerance was based on that knowledge. It was this type of vision, regarded as knowledge, that led to the abolition of slavery and legal segregation, for example. Such a vision, held as knowledge of how things really are, undergirds the possibility of a ‘neighbour love’ that comes from the heart and reaches across all human differences.

Knowledge is always political

But it is right – in fact it is knowledgeable – to be concerned about the effects of knowledge and claims to knowledge. They have huge influence, for good or ill, on human life and well-being. It is not just that ‘knowledge is power’, in the sense of power to manipulate physical, social and psychological processes. It is also political power – power to lead and influence people, institutions and governments. We are right to be wary of those who claim to know. The most horrid of cults and totalitarian systems of government always rest upon claims to have special knowledge, whatever else may be involved. Consider the political ideologies of the twentieth century as well as the more limited but death-dealing cults of the present day.

Knowledge is always political, not in its nature or what it is – you can’t know by voting or counting votes – but in its effects. Of course, if it concerns something utterly trivial, it will not be political, for who then cares? But otherwise it will tend to determine political and legal powers and processes. From our biblical stories, once again, Joseph (Gen. 41:38–49) and Daniel (Dan. 2:46–49) were lifted from the level of slaves to high positions in government simply because they exhibited important knowledge. The struggle of the Christian movement to emerge from Judaism was a struggle over who had knowledge of God and God’s will and intentions. The internal conflicts and developments of particular religions are nearly always a matter of who has knowledge of essential matters.

That knowledge, and perhaps religious knowledge above all, is political follows from the relationship it has to truth, method, evidence and life, briefly described above. Because it confers upon the possessor the right and responsibility to act, direct action, set and supervise policy, and teach, it cannot not be political. This becomes apparent when we observe the inner circle of advisers of rulers and leaders. Kings, presidents and executive officers at higher levels gather around themselves advisers who have a reputation for knowledge of affairs. They do this in the hope of leading and directing in terms of knowledge and thereby being successful with their undertakings. In a democratic system, the issue of ‘Who knows?’ becomes a point of constant agitation and strife, because so many people think they know and that they should therefore have a voice. Consequently, elected officials and policy-makers are constantly having to rally support and defend themselves and their ideas. It is invariably a battle over who knows what is going on and what should be done, not about who has beliefs or commitments.

This helps us appreciate why, in Western societies and especially in America, there is such a huge drive to rule religion and Christian institutions and teachings out of the domain of knowledge. By that move, religion is stripped of the rights and responsibilities that always accompany knowledge and that would certainly increase its political influence. Secularism – itself always posing as knowledge, usually by striving to associate itself with ‘science’ and ‘research’ – justifies itself in determining political and legal processes and outcomes by stepping outside what is regarded as religion.10 Taking advantage of the historical process briefly outlined above, popular media presents faith as foolishness and certainly as ungrounded in knowledge and reality. This aids the secularist cause. The film The Miracle on 34th Street portrays some Christmastime events involving those who do and those who do not ‘have faith’ in Santa Claus. It describes faith as ‘believing what you know is not so’. In the television series All in the Family, the intellectual and moral slob Archie Bunker describes faith as ‘what you wouldn’t believe for your life if it wasn’t in the Bible’. At the end of a CNN special titled ‘What Is a Christian’,11 the voice-over at the exit piously intones: ‘After all, if you’ve got truth, it’s not really faith at all.’ That is how faith is automatically perceived today.

Harvard University recently reviewed its general education programme. The Task Force on General Education issued its report, which included a ‘Reason and Faith’ requirement. A distinguished Harvard professor, Steven Pinker, criticised the report for inadequately stressing the ‘ennobling nature of knowledge’ of ‘how the world works’. He also thought the report assigned too much importance to ‘faith’. He objected to the very juxtaposition of the words ‘reason’ and ‘faith’, for that ‘makes it sound like “faith” and “reason” are parallel and equivalent ways of knowing, and we have to help students navigate between them. But universities are about reason, pure and simple. Faith – believing something without good reasons to do so – has no place in anything but a religious institution, and our society has no shortage of these.’12 The irony of these statements is glaring. The identification of faith with ‘believing something without good reasons to do so’ is a clear indication that the professor needs a good course in what faith is. And his statement that ‘universities are about reason, pure and simple’ makes one wonder where he has been. Has he escaped committee duty? Does he not know how seminars are routinely conducted? How academic decisions are routinely reached, how they almost always are dominated by careful consideration of whose interests are involved?

The real significance of ‘separation of Church and state’

Thinking of Christian faith as grounded in knowledge, and in some parts to be knowledge, is to bring oneself into conflict with some of the most basic assumptions of modern thought and to threaten the foundations of a painfully achieved compromise in social order, one that excludes religion from the domain of knowledge in order to exclude it in other respects. In the United States that social order is most visible in the phrase ‘separation of Church and state’. There is, of course, a perfectly good and indispensable sense in which that language has application and should be zealously upheld. That is the sense of the First Amendment to the Constitution of the United States. But in general usage today, what it really means is that what religion teaches is not a matter of knowledge of reality. It is, rather, only a matter of what certain human groups have accepted as a part of their historical identity, and what (it is assumed) they are all too glad to force upon other groups and individuals as opportunity offers. If it were seriously imagined that the teachings of Christianity or other religions constituted a vital and irreplaceable knowledge of reality, there would be no more talk of the separation of Church and state than there is of the separation of chemistry or economics and state.

Failure to grasp this point helps us understand one reason why so much of Islam seems incomprehensible to Westerners. Practitioners of Islam, and certainly its leaders and teachers, regard its teachings as knowledge of what is real and what is right and good. Separation of ‘church’ (Islam) and government would therefore amount, in their minds, to separation of mind and life from reality. Who could be in favour of that? Is there any way to retain a valid separation of Church and state, as intended by the United States’ founding documents, without treating religion as groundless or even foolish belief and practice? We shall have to return to this question later. It actually poses one of the most difficult problems of contemporary life – one to which Christian knowledge and practice based on it offer a viable solution.

Knowledge is never sufficient

Knowledge alone is never enough for human life, of course. That is itself one part of genuine Christian knowledge. And by itself, apart from some adequate moral teaching and discipline (based, of course, upon knowledge), it always ‘puffs one up’ – as the apostle Paul in his profound knowledge of knowledge pointed out (1 Cor. 8:1). Knowledge alone





   
	Is it true that basic Christian beliefs are not regarded as knowledge today? By non-Christians? By Christians?

	What is changed, what is lost, when a belief someone has is rejected from the domain of knowledge; that is, when it is discovered that they do not know it?

	Reflecting upon the understanding of knowledge given here, what are some real-life situations where failure to know (not just believe) has made a great difference? For example, in a hospital or in a vehicle repair business? In investing? Religion? Politics?

	What are some of the main differences between belief and knowledge?

	Christian commitment is a good thing, no doubt, but what should it be based upon? Anything? Or will nothing do?

	Why is it that only knowledge confers the right (authority, responsibility) to act, to direct action, to set and supervise policy, and to teach?

	Is it true that acts of faith, on the biblical pattern, always presuppose knowledge of God?

	What is your view of ‘leaps of faith’? Are they in general a good thing? Have you ever made one?

	Why did religion, during the last century or so, ‘give away’ knowledge to the secular world?

	Does knowledge make people intolerant? Must one not know in order to be tolerant? Is tolerance, as a moral virtue, to be based upon ignorance?

	Does knowledge strengthen belief or faith? Or does it eliminate faith?

	Why has ‘faith’ become something of a joke among the ‘worldly wise’?
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