Making sense of religious belief and the concept of God: The possibility of an Apologetic Methodology from within a modernist framework
I propose to analyze how a specific philosophical model--modernism--and specific theological system--evangelical theology--operate in a certain class of Apologetic methodologies. A particular methodology will receive primary attention--The Classical method, with two other methods playing a subordinate role--Presuppositional and Reformed Epistemology. The Classical method offers the clearest picture of the modern model of philosophy. The Presuppositional method and Reformed Epistemology method offer the clearest pictures of reactions and attempt to overcome to the Classical method. Yet, both reactions seek to remain in the general tradition and spirit of the Classical method. All popular methods make use of a broadly Evangelical theology and Modernist philosophy. My questions are the following: Does the Classical method fail to get off the ground as a way of doing Apologetics? Does it fail for theological or philosophical reasons or both? Does either the Presuppositional or Reformed Epistemology methods succeed if the Classical method proves inadequate? If all methods fail for philosophical or theological reasons, is there a philosophical model and theological model that allows the doing of Apologetics or must Apologetics as traditionally understood be reinterpreted? In asking these questions and in analyzing the theology and philosophy operative in these methods, I take a Wittgensteinian, perhaps postmodernist, approach. The extent to which my critique is postmodern remains to be seen. My initial suspicion is that many of the modern-postmodern dichotomies fail to make adequate sense of the situation.
Because I assume from the beginning the inadequacy of the modernist model of philosophy, it may be said that the methods I propose to assess are doomed to fail from the start. This may be the case, but not so necessarily. This investigation looks at Apologetic methodology in the hopes of discovering an adequate apologetic methodology that preserves certain core tenants of Evangelical Christian theology. Additionally, it hopes to discover a methodology whose philosophical model does not distort core tenets of Evangelical Theology. My fear is that the modernist philosophic model distorts evangelical theology and that the critique I offer disallows evangelical theology. Thus, I seek to demonstrate the failure of the modern model of philosophy, but seek to preserve major tenets of the theology they advocate. Can the modernist model be employed in such a way that it does not distort the theology it hopes to prove? The Presuppositional and Reformed epistemological approaches attempt such a thing. If they all fail, then does the philosophical model that works come at to great a price (i.e., Does it disallow the very notion of theology I hope to preserve?)? Success or failure of my investigation must be judged by its answers to these latter questions. I desire success, but am fearful of failure. It is this desire and fear that makes my investigation important and relevant, because I approach this investigation as one deeply interested, but as yet undecided in the outcome.
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Chapter 1: What is apologetics?
Apologetics concerns itself  with the defense of religious belief (faith) against charges of falsehood, inconsistency, nonsense, or credulity. Apologetics, as it concerns Christianity, has to do with defending, or making a case for, the truth of the Christian faith. It is usually said to serve at least two purposes: (1) to bolster the faith of Christan believers, and (2) to aid in the task of evangelism. Apologetics seeks to accomplish these tasks in two distinct ways. The first, called negative or defensive apologetics, attempts to refute objections to the Christan faith. The second, attempts to offer a positive account of the Christian faith. These positive accounts often take the form of arguments for God’s existence or for the resurrection and deity of Christ (Nash, 1988; Cowan 2000; Craig, 1994).
Some Apologetic methods see both tasks as viable options, while others only see the first as viable. Classical, Evidential, and Cumulative Case methods see the possibility of both tasks, though in varying degrees. The Presuppositional and Reformed Epistemology methods primarily focus their attention on defensive strategies. Some Presuppositionalists, such as Cornelius Van Til, eschew all attempts at formulating a positive account of the Christian faith. Other Presuppositionalists--like John Frame--engage in positive apologetics, yet whether their methodology allows for that possibility remains an open question. What’s interesting is the Frame locates himself squarely in the Van Tilian tradition, yet while Van Til eschews the positive task Frame embraces it. Chapter 5, which deals specifically with the success or failure of Presuppositionalism as method and whether it qualifies as a method or is merely the beginnings of a method that Reformed Epistemology completes, offers a critical analysis of whether Presuppositionalism allows for the possibility of a positive account, as well as the Presuppositionalism of Van Til and Frame. Additionally, it asks whether either account yields a success apologetic methodology. Specifically, in respect to Frame, it asks wither his approach remains consistent with his Van Tilian formulation (Cowan, 2000; Frame, 1994 and 1997; Bahnsen, 1998; Sproul, Gerstner, and Linsley, 1984).
The Reformed Epistemology method does not reject positive apologetics, but nonetheless, engages in it reluctantly. Reformed Epistemology rejects Classical modernism (not to be confused with the Classical apologetic method), but still approaches the apologetic task from within a modernist philosophical  framework, though a weaker version than the one operative in the Classical apologetic method. Chapter 6, which deals with the success or failure of the Reformed Epistemology method, seeks to answer whether this reformulated weaker version succeeds in provided a philosophical framework from within which apologetic tasks can be carried out (Clark, 1990; Plantinga, 2000 and Wolterstorff, 1976).
Both the Presuppositional method and Reformed Epistemology method reject the viability of the Classical method. Presuppositionalism, additionally, rejects Evidentialism and the Cumulative Case methods on account of their philosophical framework. All three methods assume the possibility of a neutral position, which Presuppositionalism shuns (John Frame, 1994; Moreland, 2007 and Evans, 1982) Reformed Epistemology does not necessarily reject the framework, but each what each method claim to achieve (i.e., a proof for the existence of God). Reformed Epistemology does not reject the possibility of a proof, but questions the necessity of one. Thus, Presuppositionalism questions the possibility of the conclusions drawn by Classical, Evidential, and Cumulative Case methods, and the Reformed Epistemologist questions the necessity of them (Clark, 1990; Plantinga, 2000 and Wolterstorff, 1976). Chapters 5 and 6 look more deeply at issue.
In addition to answering the question, “What is Apologetics,” this chapter explains each of the five contemporary methodologies. The subsequent chapter provides the reasoning for this specific categorizing. This chapter, however, asks and answers the following questions: What tasks does each method engage in? Why does it allow or disallow one task or the other?  It has already been mentioned that certain Presuppositionalists attempt a positive account, while others reject that very possibility. The Classical method boldly professes the possibility, necessity, and success of the positive and negative tasks, as do many Evidentialists and Cumulative case apologists. The Reformed Epistemology approach claims to leave space for the possibility of a positive account,  but primarily engages in negative apologetics (Nash, 1988). Therefore, more light must be shed upon each particular method’s self-stated limitations in order to see if each method’s self-imposed boundaries allows for the tasks in which they claim to engage. Specifically, does Reformed Epistemology allow for the possibility of positive apologetics? Or do they draw the line at defending the epistemic acceptability of Christian belief? Can the Presuppositionalist, given the method’s self-imposed limits, consistently engage in positive apologetics (John Frame, 1994 and Bahnsen, 1998).
Lastly this chapter must look at the notion of proof operative in the Classical, Evidential and Cumulative case methods, because all these methods go beyond the possibility of a positive account, but claim the actual success of a positive account (Cowan, 2000). Understanding and defining the notion of proof operative in each method helps to understand what success and proving comes to in each method, which are addressed in chapter 4-6. Two different notions of proof are introduced and analyzed. One taken from chapter 1 of Stephen Davis’ God, Reason & Theistic Proof and the other taken from chapter 2 of George Mavrodes’ Belief in God: A Study in the Epistemology of Religion. The former a decidedly Classical (in both the philosophical and apologetic sense) formulation, the other a more conservative formulation. These notions of proof will operate as measures for the success of failure of what it means to prove. It remains for the work of subsequent chapters (4-7) to determine whether “proof” in either of these senses is possible when it comes to God’ existence. It may turn out that it does not make sense to speak of “proving” when it comes to knowing God. Belief in God and Evangelical concept of God might disallow any talk of proof in philosophical sense (Phillips, 1970 and 1993; Murphy, 1996).
Sources: Faith and Reason, by Ronald Nash, 1988; Classical Apologetics, by Sproul, Gerstner, and Linsley, 1984; Van Til’s Apologetics, by Greg Bahnsen, 1998; Five Views on Apologetics, ed. Steven Cowan, 2000; God, Reason & Theistic Proof, by Stephen Davis, 1997; Return to Reason, by Kelly James Clark, 1990; Apologetics to the Glory of God, by John Frame, 1994; Warranted Christian Belief, by Alvin Plantinga, 2000; Reasonable Faith, by William Lane Craig, 1994; Belief in God: A Study in the Epistemology of Religion, by George Mavrodes, 1970; The Kingdom Triangle, by J.P. Moreland, 2007; Reason within the Bounds of Religion, by Nicholas Wolterstorff, 1976; A Theology of Lordship: The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God, by John Frame, 1987; Wittgenstein and Religion, by D.Z. Phillips, 1993; Faith and Philosophical Enquiry, by D.Z. Phillips, 1970; Beyond Liberalism & Fundamentalism, by Nancey Murphy, 1996.
Chapter 2: Methodological Taxonomy
This chapter develops a taxonomy for classifying different apologetic approaches, as well as introduces and develops a notion of fideism. Fideism receives special attention due to the role it plays in subsequent chapters and its importance for this investigation. It receives attention here because many people categorize it as its own separate method (Geivett & Sweetman, 1992; Boa & Bowman 2005; Lewis, 1976). My position is that fideism plays a foundational role in all religious discourse, including apologetics (Evans, 1998; Helm, 1997; Moore, 2003), therefore it must examined as it relates to all possible methods. A successful method will be one that understands correctly the unique nature of religious belief. Chapters 4-6 further explore this issue.

Before deciding upon the taxonomy for this investigation, I want to look at the taxonomies of the following three writers: (1) Bernard Ramm, (2) Norman Geisler, and (3) Steven Cowan (Ramm, 1961; Geisler, 1988; Cowan, 2000). In the end, Cowan’s taxonomy provides the best framework for the purpose of this investigation. Certain insights from the first two taxonomies are retained because of the what they uncover. These insights are stated at the end of each analysis, but Cowan’s construction provides the overall framework.
Bernard Ramm, in Varieties of Christian Apologetics, divides apologetic systems into three distinct systems; (1) Systems that stress the uniqueness of the Christian experience of grace; (2) Systems that stress natural theology as the point at which apologetics begins; (3) Systems that stress revelation as the foundation upon which apologetics must be built. Ramm structures his taxonomy based on how he understandings the relationship between faith and reason. A brief explication and analysis of  Ramm’s apologetic classification takes place along with examples of thinkers from each of the three systems..
Next, Norman Geisler’s taxonomy is elucidated and analyzed. Geilser rightly points out the difficulty in constructing taxonomies and the somewhat arbitrary nature of doing so, but after certain qualifications, he divides the different ways of doing apologetics into five basic categories: (1) Classical apologetics, (2) evidential apologetics, (3) historical apologetics, (4) experiential apologetics (fideism), (5) presuppositional.
After looking at Geisler’s taxonomy, but before turning to Cowan’s, I briefly mention a taxonomy that combines the Presuppositional and the Reformed Epistemological methods under the heading of “Reformed” (Boa & Bowman, 2005). This provides an opportunity to investigate the question of whether the presuppositional approach is merely a half method that Reformed Epistemology completes. Presuppositionalism faces different problems than the other methods, and the question of whether it’s a method at all must be asked and answered, but in a later chapter (Chapter 5).
An explication of Steven Cowan’s taxonomy makes up the penultimate section of this chapter. Cowan distinguishes different methods by looking for distinctive types or structures of argument. He adopts a criterion for demarcating between different types of apologetic approaches, which he calls the “criterion of argumentative strategy” (Cowan 2000, p.14). He see the following 5 basic argumentative structures: (1) Classical, (2) Evidential, (3) Cumulative, (4) Presuppositional, (5) Reformed Epistemology. This section unpacks each methodological approach and describes the argumentative strategy of each. Cowan’s criterion works best given the purposes of our investigation, thus his approach provides the general framework for classification of apologetic methods.
The last section contains a brief discussion of fideism. I investigate the place and role of fideism in Cowan’s taxonomies and other taxonomies when helpful, elucidate a traditional concept of fideism,  and develop an alternative conception of fideism (Dalferth, 2001; Nielsen and Phillips, 2005; Moore, 2003) . Fideism is revisited at different times during this investigation, therefore unpacking it a bit now provides a framework for its future discussion.
Sources: Contemporary Perspectives on Religious Epistemology, ed. by Douglas Geivett and Brendan Sweetman, 1992; Faith Beyond Reason: A Kierkegaardian Account, by Stephen Evans, 1998; Faith Has Its Reasons: Integrative Approaches to Defending the Christian Faith, by Kenneth D. Boa & Robert M. Bowman, 2005; Faith & Understanding, by Paul Helm, 1997; Realism and Christian Faith: God, Grammar, and Meaning, by Andrew Moore, 2003; Testing Christianity’s Truth Claims: Approaches to Christian Apologetics, by Gordon Lewis, 1976. Varieties of Christian Apologetics, by Bernard Ramm, 1961; Christian Apologetics, by Norman Geisler, 1988; Five Views on Apologetics, ed. Steven Cowan, 2000; Wittgensteinian Fideism, Kai Nielsen and D.Z. Phillips, 2005; Theology and Philosophy, by Ingolf Dalferth, 2001. 
Chapter 3: Modernism as a philosophical framework for Apologetics and A Dialogue with Postmodernism 
This chapter focuses no the modernist position itself. In elucidating the modernist position, a brief historical sketch is offered, as well as an explication of the modernist position’s main tenets as it exists and operates in apologetic methodology. A certain conception of modernist philosophy dominates the American Evangelic apologetics landscape. To a certain a degree every methodology, as classified by Cowan, appears to root itself in a modernist conception of philosophy. To what degree each of them do so remains a question for subsequent sections of this investigation to answer. Here, I only explicate the basic modernist tenets operative in the apologetic methodologies under investigation. Thus, the following modernist concepts receive specific attention: foundationalism, realism, the correspondence theory of truth, the nature and content of propositions, objectivism, neutralism and the requirements and kinds of knowledge.
J.P. Moreland serves as the primary source for understanding the modernist conception of philosophy operative in apologetic methodology. Though others classify him as either a Classical, Evidential or Cumulative case apologists, his conception of philosophy appears to ground the Reformed Epistemology approach (D.Z. Phillips, 1995), and in some case--like his conception of foundationalism--Reformed Epistemology grounds his conception (Moreland, 2007). It is the case that the Reformed Epistemology method does attempt to overcome certain modernist tenets, yet whether they do, and the degree to which they do, remains a question (Clark, 1990; Plantinga, 2000; Wolterstorff, 1999), a question chapter 6 discusses in length. The Presuppositionalist approach appears to go even farther in its attempt to overcome what it finds faulty in the modernist position by incorporating some postmodern insights. Nevertheless, both methods appear to operate from within the general modernist conceptual framework Moreland expounds. Thus, Moreland’s conception provides a framework from within which to analyze the role of philosophy and the conception of philosophy operative in apologetic methodology.
After providing a rather lengthy analysis of the modernist tradition, criticisms of postmodernism by Moreland and other like minded individuals, such D.A. Carson and Douglas Groothuis (Carson, 2005; Groothuis, 2000), are explicated. I pay special attention to criticisms that deal with Wittgenstein and Wittgensteinian thought. Thus, postmodernism isn’t the primary dialogue partner with the modern apologist in this investigation, but instead, modernism is critically analyzed using a Wittgensteinian conception of philosophy. This last section, then, seeks clarify how the modernist understands it’s objectors (Moreland, 2005 and 2007; Carson, 2005) and how a Wittgensteinian conception of philosophy might answer these modernist objections, as well as criticize the modernist position in turn (Phillips, 1971, 1993, 1995; Caputo, 2006; Wittgenstein, 2001, 2003; Murphy, 1996; Moore, 2003). This sets the stage for critically analyzing the theological and philosophical implications of the current methodologies popular in American Evangelical circles (Chapters 4-6). 
Sources: Return to Reason: A Critique of Enlightenment Evidentialism, and a Defense of Reason and Belief in God, by Kelly James Clark, 1990; Warranted Christian Belief, by Alvin Plantinga, 2000; Kingdom Triangle: Recover the Christian Mind, Renovate the Soul, Restore the Spirit's Power, by J.P. Moreland, 2007. Becoming Conversant with the Emerging Church: Understanding a Movement and its Implications, by D.A. Carson, 2005; Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview, by J.P. Moreland and William Lane Craig, 2003; Reclaiming the Center, edited by Millard Erickson et. al., 2004; True Truth, by Art Lindsley, 2004; Truth Decay, by Douglas Groothuis, 2000; “Truth, Contemporary Philosophy, and The Postmodern Turn,” in Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society (March 2005, pgs. 77-88), by J.P. Moreland; Reason within the Bounds of Religion, by Nicholas Wolterstorff, 1999; Faith and Philosophical Enquiry, by D.Z. Phillips, 1971; Wittgenstein and Religion, by D.Z. Phillips, 1993; Philosophy’s Cool Place, by D.Z. Phillips, 1999; Religion and the Hermeneutics of Contemplation, by D.Z. Phillips, 2001; Faith After Foundationalism, by D.Z. Phillips, 1995; Philosophy of Religion in the 21st Century, ed. D.Z. Phillips and Tmothy Tesson, 2001; Whose God” Which Tradition?: The Nature of Belief in God, ed. by D.Z. Phillips, 2008; Wittgenstein’s On Certainty: There--Like Our Life, by Rush Rhees and ed. by D.Z. Phillips, 2005; Wittgensteinian Fideism?, by Kai Nielsen and D.Z. Phillips, 2005; Culture and Value, by Ludwig Wittgenstein, 1990; On Certainty, by Ludwig Wittgenstein, 1969; Philosophical Investigations, by Ludwig Wittgenstein, 2001; Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, by Ludwig Wittgenstein, 2003; Philosophy and Theology, by John Caputo, 2006; Theology and Philosophy, by Ingolf Dalferth, 2001; Beyond Liberalism Fundamentalism: How Modern and Postmodern Philosophy Set The Theological Agenda, Nancey Murphy, 1996; Realism and Christian Faith: God, Grammar, and Meaning, by Andrew Moore, 2003.
