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Preprint 

Warranted Christian Belief, Alvin Plantinga, Oxford University Press 2000 (ISBN pb 0-

19-513193-2, hc 0-19-513192-4), pp. xx + 508, pb £16.99, hc £46.50 

This is the third volume in Alvin Plantinga’s trilogy on the notion of warrant, which he 

defines as what distinguishes knowledge from true belief. Here, he shifts the attention 

from general epistemological issues to the question whether theistic belief, especially 

Christian belief, can be intellectually acceptable. 

In the first part of the book, Plantinga discusses the question whether Christian 

belief has any cognitive content. Can we think about a transcendent God? Can our 

concepts apply to a transcendent and infinite God? In discussion with Kant (Ch. 1), and his 

contemporary followers Kaufman and Hick (Ch. 2), Plantinga shows that we can have 

beliefs about God, and thus that the question as to the acceptability of these beliefs can 

meaningfully be posed. 

Having cleared the ground in this way, Plantinga uses the second part of the book 

to sharpen the focus of the question about the intellectual acceptability of Christian belief. 

He distinguishes between two types of objections against Christian faith: de facto 

objections (objections against its truth) and de jure objections (against its intellectual 

credibility). He concentrates on these de jure objections, three of which he addresses: 

Christian faith is unjustified, irrational, or unwarranted. The objection that Christian faith is 

unjustified usually supposes classical evidentialism: equate your assent to your evidence. 

As Plantinga has shown elsewhere, this axiom must be rejected, and once it has been 

rejected, it can be shown that Christian belief can be justified for many people (Ch. 3). In 

Ch. 4 Plantinga distinguishes between five forms of rationality, and shows that Christian 

belief can be held in accordance with these. In Ch. 5, Plantinga addresses the objections of 

Freud and Marx (Nietzsche is judged to be argumentatively inferior, and therefore left out 

of consideration): ‘religious belief is not produced by cognitive faculties functioning 

properly and aimed at the truth’ (p. 152). Instead, the processes resulting in religious 

belief are directed at psychological well-being, and religion is a form of wish-fulfilment 

(Freud) or opium (illusory happiness – Marx). In the terminology developed in the previous 

volumes of Plantinga’s trilogy, this objection (Plantinga dubs it the ‘F&M complaint’) 

amounts to the accusation that religious belief lacks warrant; for a belief has warrant, 

Plantinga has argued, when it is produced by cognitive faculties that are functioning 

properly and aimed at the truth. 

In the second part of the book, then, Plantinga reduces the de jure objection to 

Christian belief to the objection that Christian belief is unwarranted; and this is the 

objection he sets out to refute in the third part of his book. In Ch. 6, Plantinga introduces 

the Aquinas/Calvin model of theistic belief, according to which ‘there is a kind of faculty or 

a cognitive mechanism, … a sensus divinitatis …, which in a wide variety of circumstances 

produces in us beliefs about God’ (p. 172). Theistic beliefs formed by this faculty have 

warrant, and need not be supported by argument. The de jure objection, then, is not 

independent of the de facto question: the objection that Christian belief is unwarranted 

presupposes the factual non-existence of the sensus divinitatis. If God exists, however, 

‘the natural thing to think is that the cognitive processes that do produce belief in God are 

aimed by their designer at producing that belief’ (p.189). In short, it seems rational to 

assume that if God exists, the sensus divinitatis exists, and theistic belief has warrant. The 

objection that theistic belief is unwarranted, then, presupposes the non-existence of God. 

Atheologians can no longer argue: ‘Well, I certainly don’t know whether theistic belief is 

true … but I do know this: it is irrational, or unjustified, or not rationally justified, or 

contrary to reason or intellectually irresponsible or …’ (p.191). In the following chapters, 

Plantinga develops the A/C model in a specifically Christian way. In Ch. 7 he introduces the 

notion of sin, which accounts for dysfunction of the sensus divinitatis, with the result that 

‘we no longer know God in the same natural and unproblematic way in which we know 

each other and the world around us’ (p. 205). If the noetic effects of sin lead to 

dysfunction of the sensus divinitatis, can we still know God? In Ch. 8, Plantinga argues 

that the Holy Spirit repairs the effects of sin (including the cognitive damage). The result 
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of the work of the Holy Spirit is faith; having devoted Ch. 8 to the cognitive 

aspects of faith, Plantinga devotes Ch. 9 to its affective aspects. In Ch. 10, Plantinga 

discusses various objections to his extended A/C model, the most important of which is the 

‘Son of Great Pumpkin’ objection: if Christians can claim that belief in God is properly 

basic, members of other faith communities can do the same for their beliefs, no matter 

how bizarre these are. It is not possible to follow the intricacies of Plantinga’s refutation of 

this SGP objection here, but it is telling that he does admit now that ‘the other theistic 

religions: Judaism, Islam, some forms of Hinduism, some forms of Buddhism, some forms 

of American Indian religion … perhaps … are like Christianity in that they are subject to no 

de jure objections that are independent of de facto objections’ (p. 350). As far as 

Plantinga’s new monograph goes, then, these other religions are by and large in the same 

epistemic situation as Christianity – for Plantinga neither argues that Christian belief is true 

(p. 347), nor that these other beliefs are false. 

Summarizing, Plantinga has ‘argued that Christian belief … can, if true, have 

warrant, … absent defeaters’ (p. 357–358). Roughly speaking, a belief D is a defeater for 

Christian belief if when I accept D, it will make me reject Christian belief. Plantinga uses 

part 4 of his book to eliminate various defeaters, especially projection theories of religious 

belief (Ch. 11), contemporary Biblical criticism (Ch. 12), postmodernism and religious 

pluralism (Ch. 13) and suffering and evil (Ch. 14). He concludes: ‘None of these … 

presents a serious challenge to the warrant Christian belief can enjoy if the model, and 

indeed Christian belief, is … true’ (p. 499). This tentative conclusion does not have the last 

word. The question of the truth of Christianity, for Plantinga, is beyond the competence of 

philosophy, but what he can do, he does: i.e., testify that ‘it does, indeed, seem to me to 

be true, and to be the maximally important truth’ (p. 499). 

Though it is easy to predict that this book will be obligatory reading for 

philosophers of religion for some time to come, it is a ‘thin’ form of apologetics. Plantinga 

does show that a Christian believer may have warrant in holding on to her beliefs, but for 

that he needs to assume both a special cognitive faculty (the sensus divinitatis) and the 

work of the Holy Spirit. In fact, he seems to agree with Hume that ‘whoever is moved by 

Faith to assent to it, is conscious of a continued miracle in his own person’ (Plantinga’s 

favourite quote, to be found at p. 92, 143, 284). The problem is, that unbelievers will 

hardly be convinced by this appeal to God’s special agency, and that the same strategy is 

open not only to believers of the other world religions, but also to members of the most 

disreputable sects! Plantinga writes for insiders, for other conservative Calvinists, and 

shows them that they may stick to their beliefs (including a rejection of evolution and 

biblical criticism) without the least intellectual guilt; those coming from outside, however, 

will be left without the faintest idea how Christianity could be intellectually appealing to 

them.  

Marcel Sarot 

University of Utrecht 
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