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Since Tertullian, the relationship between religious faith and reason has been studied, examined, and argued, and will continue to be so into the unforeseen future.  The problem seems to stem the duality of humanity and its seemingly irreconcilable differences; on one hand, we have the real human experience of God and faith and on the other, there is the rational human nature.  Langdon Gilkey enters this argument in 1979 with The Dialectic of Christian Belief: Rational, Incredible, Credible.
  In Gilkey’s essay, he describes “a dialectic in the relation of rationality and Christian belief, a dialectic which moves from rationality through incredibility to credibility.”
  Gilkey’s dialectic offers an insight and an analytic structure that can be used to synthesize the problem of rationality verses faith.  Let us begin with a short summary of Gilkey’s thesis and argument, then move towards an understanding of how his ideas are validated and relevant to the problem at hand.


Gilkey begins by clarifying the question he is attempting to answer.  He states that the problem of Christian belief and rationality can be posed in two separate ways, and that many problems we encounter originate from the inability to separate these ideas.  Therefore, he will only focus on one of the two statements of the problem, “namely that which considers Christianity as an aesthetic possibility for reflection, debate, and direct argument, a possibility for decision…”
  This may be a little confusing, but what Gilkey is really trying to say is that he will concentrate on the “relation of …rationality in Christian belief to the other elements which may be believed but are not provable by reason alone.”
  An important point, is the definition of Gilkey’s terminology; credible is to mean, “…elements…that although they cannot be proven by reason from general experience, they are not irrational and can in fact be defended and/or warranted by various forms of relevant argument.”
  Using this definition, Gilkey now states his thesis that “…Christianity is credible only as a total system of symbols.  While some of its essential symbols may be demonstrable in isolation, nevertheless, if they are left in isolation, they forfeit their rationality and become incredible and so a fortiori irrational.”


Next, Gilkey argues that his thesis may be best illustrated in the setting of “the historical character of our being, both individual and social…”
  This means, to Gilkey, that because most of Christian theology is based in fact that God is present within history, it “receive[s] its essential component of ‘rationality,’ the natural theology base for all else that is affirmed.”
  Therefore, because our “historical being is alienated and estranged, immersed in a destiny that is chaotic, incoherent, and grimly determined or fated for suffering…the deus becomes radically absconditus, and the theistic claim begins now to seem incredible and the arguments that ground it irrational.”
  Gilkey continues that although we find suffering in history, we also find the “redemptive presence of the Divine in grace,”
 which leads us to a credible belief of Christianity.  Gilkey then ties this argument in to his thesis by saying, “but without the credibility based on redemptive grace, the rationality of theism which is its foundation is itself subverted, just as without the rational foundation with which we began, the credibility of the articles of grace is dissolved,” therefore, Gilkey’s argument is illustrated using historicity.
  To summarize the example, it is rational to believe God is active in history, however, this leads to an irrational belief that because there is suffering in history, which causes an estrangement, God is hidden (deus absconditus); finally, this leads to a credible belief that although there is suffering, God is active in history through redemption and grace.  Nevertheless, if we were to remove the credibility of grace, then there would be no rationality to the belief that God is active in history, therefore no irrational belief that God can stop the suffering that causes an estrangement of God, and therefore no argument, which illustrates Gilkey’s thesis that all the parts are interdependent.


One may ask what makes it rational to believe God is active in history.  The answer is that it is rational because God is the vehicle in which the past influences the present.  Gilkey explains that God does this through three phases, “the relation of past destiny to present, the self-actualization of the present out of the destiny and novel possibility, and the relation of future possibility to present.”
  This argument is very similar to Whitehead argument of God in his metaphysics.


Gilkey then argues that the structure (destiny and freedom) allows for many possibilities, even evil ones to occur such that humans may sin against God, and cause suffering to others.  The freewill granted to us is what, as Gilkey argues, causes the estrangement of the relationship between God and ourselves.  This estrangement is then a cause for us to believe that God is hidden and will not help us to fight the evil and suffering of the world.  This is Gilkey’s idea of an irrational belief, he states, “The source of this negative symbol is the experience of fatedness, meaninglessness, suffering, and judgment are evident.”


However, although we may experience fatedness, meaninglessness, and suffering, we also experience the redemptive power of God’s grace – which allows a once incredible belief to become credible because now God is not hidden, but active and real.  Gilkey states, “…God cannot be judge and redeemer unless he is also creator of all and sovereign lord of historical passage; the gospel of redemption is scarcely credible without the rational foundation of theism.”
  He concludes, “So thoroughly does estrangement overturn the fundamental structure of things that the same negation that makes theism incredible also gives to the most essential quality of God, his love, the paradoxically and incredibility of grace.”


Gilkey provides an excellent analytic structure in which to discuss and argue the nature of the relationship between faith and reason.  Using his argument, we can highlight two primary concepts, why previous rational arguments about the existence and nature of God failed, and the nature of religious experience.  

Throughout history, philosophers and theologians have attempted to use logic to ‘prove’ the existence and/or nature of God, and failed.  Using Gilkey’s argument, these earlier proofs failed in two respects, that failure to include the element of Divine grace and redemption, and the fact that we suffer as humans.  In none of the earlier proofs of God, has a philosopher or theologian expressed that humans sin and experience suffering, and that this may be a cause for their credible belief in God.  In addition, these proofs lacked the element of redemption, the one true experience human have with the Divine.  These lacking elements may be what caused the almost complete failure in the mission of these philosophical documents, to create believers.  Gilkey’s argument has pointed one important element out, that it takes suffering, and the experience of redemption to create a credible belief.

Intertwined with the previous element is the fact of real religious experience.  It is not to be forgotten that the single most important document to Christians, the Bible, is based on the human religious experience and its interpretation.  Gilkey’s argument provides an analytical approach to religious experience.  Gilkey points out that our experience is one of a God active in history (and therefore our lives), suffering, and redemption by God.  Each of these is an important step, in which each builds upon the previous to provide a credible belief that many of us carry and allow to influence our lives.

I, myself, have had many experiences of suffering and subsequent redemption.  These experiences influence my life everyday, through my interaction with others, and the way I view myself.  However, although I have these experiences, my rational being continually asks whether these experiences are real or imaginary, and questions the nature of the Being in which I believe.  Gilkey offers an explanation to these questions and clarifies that my experiences are real, as well as my rational questioning of them, and that both are necessary for a credible faith.  It is here where Gilkey shines, because his thoughts offer an excellent framework upon which to entertain these thoughts in an analytical way.  However, in the end, as Gilkey says, “it becomes the important intellectual side, the side of the mind, of faith, and of love as the deepest qualifications of our existence as a whole- which is after all what both rationality and belief are all about.”
  And so, pure rational arguments, as well as pure experiential arguments of God may not be possible, but a mix of both may be exactly what brings us to an understanding of the Divine.
� Langdon Gilkey, “The Dialectic of Christian Belief: Rational, Incredible, Credible” Rationality and Religious Beliefs (Ed. C.F. Delaney; Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1979) pp. 65-83. 
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