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A Personal Preface

Our compelling reasons for writing this book are three:

1. We are certain that the Christian faith is true.

2. We are only a little less certain that the very best thing we can possibly
do for others is to persuade them of this truth, in which there is joy and

peace and love incomparable in this world, and infinite and incomprehen-
sible in the next.

3. We are a little less certain, but still confident, that honest reasoning
can lead any open-minded person to this very same conclusion.
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Outline of Chapter 1

The Nature, Power & Limitations of Apologetics

1. About this book
2. About reason
O We need to restore the older notion of reason as
more than subjecuve
more than calculative
[J We therefore use an Aristotelian logic of terms and essences
[J We believe faith and reason are allies
O We must distinguish objective reason from subjective reason, which is clouded
by passion, prejudice, ignorance and ideology
0O Nonrational factors in arguments (e.g.,, beauty) are not #rrational
[J Reason is the friend, not the enemy, of
authority
faith
hope
love
symbolism
0O A minilesson in logic:
terms must be clear
premises must be true
arguments must be logically valid
UJ We have included many merely probable arguments as converging clues
[0 We should distinguish the questions of
truth
knowledge
certainty
proof
method
O A summa-style format for a complete argument is outlined
3. About apologetics
[ Answers to objections to doing apologetics
Life and love are more important than rational argument
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People don't decide what to believe by logical reasoning
O Reasons for apologetics
To unbelievers: to lead up to faith
To believers: to build up faith and aid love
To engage in spiritual warfare
U Concerning methodology
We do not assume any school of methodology
The arguments in this book should be used with sensitivity to personal
and social contexts
L] Apologetics is especially needed today, when our civilization is in
social crisis
intellectual crisis
spiritual crisis
O We confine ourselves to arguing for “mere Christianity”



CHAPTER 1

The Nature, Power
& Limitations of
Apologetics

quests for it.

We both teach philosophy of religion at Boston College, and stu-
dents often ask us where they can find a book that lists, outlines or sum-
marizes all the major arguments for all the major Christian teachings that
are challenged by unbelievers today—such as the existence of God, the
immortality of the soul, the trustworthiness of Scripture, and the divinity
and resurrection of Christ—and answers the strongest and commonest
objections against these doctrines. We were amazed to find that no such
book exists! There are thousands of books on apologetics, and some very
good ones, but not one of them summarizes apologetic arguments as Aqui-
nas summarized theological arguments in his Summa Theologiae and Summa
Contra Gentiles. This book is written to begin to fill that vacuum.

We even thought of titling it Summa Apologetica, but our publisher wisely
rejected that title as unmarketable. Comparison with Aquinas’s Summas may
seem arrogant, even ludicrous; but we mean it to refer to the genus, not
the genius, of Aquinas’s works.

There were many summas, or summaries, in the Middle Ages, which
condensed many arguments into a small space, carefully organizing and
succinctly explaining them. A summa is meant to function as a digest or
mini-encyclopedia. It need not be read in order from beginning to end. It
can be used as a reference book or handbook. That genus is at least as
useful today as it was in the Middle Ages, for two reasons. For one thing,
we moderns, like the medievals, respect scientific order, clarity, rationality

W E ARE WRITING THIS BOOK BECAUSE WE HAVE BEEN BESIEGED WITH RE-
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and structure. (It is a popular but wholly indefensible myth that the medie-
val mind was unscientific, irrational, unquestioning, vague or crude. If any-
thing, it was rational to a fault. It was the mind of a librarian, positively
reveling in order.)

The second reason is that we moderns are all terribly busy (though our
technology should give us great leisure!) and we want ume-saving devices,
digests and “bottom-line” summaries. Yet that desire is not fulfilled in mod-
ern apologetics. The contents of that noble art are usually diffused, not
collected. Most apologetics books make ten points in fifty pages. This book
aims to make fifty points in ten pages.

One point of comparison with a medieval summa, then, is the genus:
summary. A second is that, like a summa, it is written “for beginners” (as
Aquinas said in the preface to his Summa Theologiae); that is, for a general
audience rather than for a scholarly and specialized one. It means to bridge
the gap between the scholarly and the popular which so sadly divides and
weakens modern theology and philosophy. A third point of comparison
with a medieval summa is the division into small, bite-sized chunks. This
follows from the previous point: since we are beginners, we need (but
seldom get) the aid of clear outlining, numbering and divisions. Descartes
was right in this, at least. The second step of his famous “Method” notes
that a difficult problem is made much easier by analyzing it into smaller
pieces and steps, and taking each one by one.

The fact that this book is so carefully outlined, however, will count against
it in some people’s minds. There will be some readers and reviewers who
will accuse us of “black and white thinking” simply because we argue log-
ically about religion. They will trot out epithets like “narrow,” “simplistic,”
“cut and dried” and “rationalistic,” because they mistakenly assume (1) that
religion must be irrational and (2) that to write clearly is to ignore mystery.

About Reason

They probably pick up this latter assumption from reading twentieth-cen-
tury philosophy. Philosophy in our century is seldom both clear and pro-
found, both respectful of reason and respectful of mystery at the same time,
as medieval philosophy was. Throughout this century the English Channel
has divided two philosophical styles more deeply than did the Iron Cuntain.
We find clarity at the expense of profundity in most of the English analyt-
ical tradition, and profundity without clarity in most of the continental
existential and phenomenological tradition. Our intent here is to bridge the
channel by bridging the ages; to return to the medieval enterprise of ar-
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guing rationally about the great mysteries; to turn back a clock that is
keeping bad time.

Restoring the Older Notion of Reason

To make this restoration possible, another restoration is necessary: a res-
toration of the older, larger notion of reason itself. This means essentially
two things:

1. seeing our subjective, psychological, human processes of reasoning as
participations in and reflections of an objective rational order, a logos, a
“Reason” with a capital R; and

2. seeing reason not as confined to reasoning, calculating—what scho-
lastic logic calls “the third act of the mind”—but as including “the first act
of the mind”: apprehension, intellectual intuition, understanding, “seeing,”
insight, contemplation.

Using Aristotelian Logic

These two positions we take concerning the nature of reason lie behind
our use of Aristotelian logic. This is a logic of (linguistic) terms, which
express (mental) concepts, which represent (real) essences, or the natures
of things. (The Greek word logos has all three of these meanings.) Many
modern philosophers are suspicious and skeptical of the venerable and
commonsense notion of things having real essences or natures and of our
ability to know them. Aristotelian logic assumes the existence of essences
and our ability to know them, for its basic units are terms, which express
concepts, which express essences. But modern symbolic logic does not
assume what philosophers call metaphysical realism (that essences are
real), but implicitly assumes instead metaphysical nominalism (that essen-
ces are only nomina, names, human labels), since its basic units are not
terms but propositions. Then it relates these propositions in argumentative
structures just as a computer can do: if p, then ¢; p; therefore 4.

The human mind is indeed a computer—we do compute, after all—but
it is much more than that. We can also “see,” or understand. Behind our
use of Aristotelian logic is our hope that all our arguing will begin and end
with seeing, with insight. Thus, we usually begin by defining terms and end
by trying to bring the reader to the point of seeing objective reality as it is.

Faith and Reason Are Allies
We do not believe reason should usurp the primacy of faith, hope and love.

We agree with classical Christian orthodoxy as expressed in medieval for-






