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Faith, Reason and Father Giussani

Roger Scruton.

In the secular culture in which I was raised it was rare to hear mention of faith. My colleagues and contemporaries referred rather to ‘religious beliefs’, which they regarded as a collection of propositions - like scientific beliefs, political beliefs and beliefs about the weather. And  many of my fellow philosophers in England have assumed that these old religious beliefs are in direct contradiction to the findings of science, and must therefore be discarded. It was only recently, through teaching at the Institute for the Psychological Sciences here in Arlington, that I have come to see how narrow and demeaning is that understanding of faith. IPS is a beacon of the Catholic faith: but it shines in the world of science. It is an institution which teaches the principles of psychology in as rigorous and scientific a way as they are likely to be taught, but which also teaches those principles in the spirit of faith. This faith shines in the faces of our students, animates their gestures, propels their affection and their laughter, and makes IPS into a place of joy as well as a place of learning. 


I mention this because there is no doubt, in my mind, that faith and joy are connected, and that there is no better illustration of this than the work and the writings of Father Giussani, whose book I have been asked to comment upon. But there is also no doubt in my mind that faith is not simply a matter of believing certain propositions to be true, nor does it stand in any clear relation, whether one of conflict or complementarity, to the findings of science. Faith is a different kind of thing from science. One of the lessons that Fr Giussani wished to convey is that you don’t arrive at faith simply by acknowledging, in however mechanical and dispassionate a manner, that God exists, or by accepting this or that doctrine of the Christian tradition. Faith is not, as he puts it, a matter of pinning up a notice on the wall of your mind. But Father Giussani’s manner is conversational, and I should like to state what I think he means in a language that he would probably regard as impossibly dry and detached from the real world of human feeling. 


We should begin from an important premise, which is that faith is not peculiar to the Christian religion, even if Christian faith is in many ways distinctive. The Koran is full of imperatives addressed to ‘you who believe’ and the verb for believe – amuna –  has a host of other meanings, signifiying trust, faithfulness, security and peace. It gives us the noun (im(((an normally translated as ‘faith’. Im(an is regarded as all-important in Islam, and it is assumed to  be something more than just the acceptance of certain truths. The Muslim declares his faith with a statement of witness (shahadah), declaring that there is no god but Allah and Muhammad is His prophet. This is not meant to be pinned on the wall of the mind only, to use Fr Giussani’s image. It states what we might call an existential posture towards the world. Contained within the two ideas of God’s unity and Muhammad’s mission is a complete way of life, such that the one who bears witness to those two things thereby undertakes to face the world in a spirit of submission.


It is not just that the two itsems of Muslim faith are regarded as immovable truths. It is that they are foundational truths: everything is built on them, and the worldview that is constructed on their foundations also holds them in place.


Faith, for a Christian, has the same kind of foundational character. However, there is something more to it than that, and this is the personal relation that underlies Christian commitment. While a Christian could repeat some equivalent of the Muslim shahadah, testifying to his belief in the Trinity, for example, and in the divinity of Christ, his faith consists in moving on from those propositions, by incorporating them into his personal relationship with Christ. The Christian, as Fr Giussani makes clear, is a disciple, and his discipleship is not simply a matter of accepting the validity of certain precepts or laws, such as those so relentlesly laid down in the Koran. It is a matter of putting his trust in another person – the supreme person who shows, through his example, that this trust has been fully earned. The Koran asks us to take certain precepts on trust: but it does not earn that trust. It simply asks for our submission; to the question, why should I submit? it responds with threats. 


The personal relationship that lies at the heart of the Christian faith is not regarded as an alternative to the belief in God, but rather a form of it, and the only form that will guarantee the real benefits of faith. St Paul argued that faith contains within itself two other mental conditions, hope and charity. Paul’s rhetorical exposition of this thought was given a more philosophical elaboration by Aquinas, who recast faith, hope and charity as virtues – the three theological virtues which between them secure the Christian in a right relation to Christ.


 I think this tradition of thinking is what is deepest in the Christian legacy. It tells us first, that faith involves trust in a person. Secondly it tells us that faith is a virtue: a disposition of character that must be developed over time, so as to become a habit. Thirdly, it tells us that faith is absorbed into and absorbs two other virtues, those of hope and charity. Just what this hope is for is one of the matters that Fr Giussani discusses in his little book, and which has also been the subject of a recent encyclical, Spem salvi, by HH the Pope. Most people will say that it is hope for eternal life, but that only gets us as far as the concept of eternal life, and the very real difficulty in understanding how life, which is a process, can be eternal, in other words outside time and change. For my present purposes I shall say only that we are enjoined to ‘be of good cheer’, and that the virtue of hope involves a confidence that, under the aspect of eternity, we are not harmed. This confidence feeds into the ‘love of neighbor’, since it tells us to be firm in our love, and to fear nothing from the other person to whom we offer it. Hope, as C.S. Lewis was to remind us much later, is the foundation of gift-love, since it is the thing which makes it possible to give oneself without reserve. 


Now, when we develop the concept of faith in this way, we naturally come up against the great question of the relation between faith and reason. And really this is two questions: that of the relation between faith and the many and various things that we believe because we have evidence for their truth – such as the propositions and theories of natural science; and that of the relation between faith and our reasoning powers. Faith confronts reason, in other words, in two ways and at two points in our lives: it confronts what we believe as a result of experiencing, explaining and reasoning about the world; and it confronts our innate desire for a reasoned answer to life’s mysteries. ‘Why should I believe that?’ is a natural question, and of course it is one that Christianity answers in one way, and Islam in quite another way. Christ’s sacrifice gives us a reason for trusting him, and therefore for adopting the discipleship which is the core of faith.


Now there are three views about the relation between faith and reason. On one view faith and reason cannot conflict – whether because anything deserving the name of faith always makes room for reason, or because they are such different things that they can no more conflict than football can conflict with mathematics. On another view faith and reason can conflict, but faith must always prevail. This is a paradoxical position, since it is one which, by its very nature, cannot be rationally justified. It is typified by Dostoevsky’s extreme utterance that ‘If I must choose between truth and Christ, then I shall choose Christ’: how can such a choice be one that gives me real faith in the path that I have chosen? 


The final view seems to me to be the right one, which is that faith and reason can conflict, and that when they do so it is reason that must prevail. Faith must pass the test that reason sets for it. How else can we criticize those faiths which we reject, if we do not use our reason in order to do so? I have already said some things which imply that I reject the Muslim faith; I reject it because I see reason to do so. 


Now there are propositions which lie at the limit of reason, which we find it difficult to justify or even to understand – but which we do not accept in defiance of reason, even if we accept them on faith. For many people faith is like that. It consists in taking into themselves, as personal possessions, a set of beliefs, maxims and examples, which they could not justify, and which seem to lie beyond anything that might be justified in empirical or rational terms. Indeed for many people, Jew, Christian and Muslim, the faith in God is like that: it involves subscribing to something that lies beyond proof and beyond any full understanding, like the ‘peace that passeth understanding’ mentioned in the Book of Common Prayer. To subscribe to this proposition is not to defy reason, but to stake a claim in territory where the writ of reason does not run.


Even if we feel sympathy for that position, however, we have to accept that it is not a position that it is easy to adopt today, nor is it one that should be complacently adopted, given the currently fashionable argument that religion in all its forms is in conflict with science. The evangelical atheists have in effect thrown down the gauntlet, urging religious believers to show just why we should believe in God, in Christ, in the transcendental. And they are adamant that, in the course of attempting to rise to this challenge, believers will inevitably espouse some belief that is in direct contradiction with some scientific belief that we know to be true. 


This is not the place to attempt an answer to thinkers like Dawkins and Hitchens. Let me conclude instead by saying how I think the conflict here should be expressed, and why someone like Fr Giussani is important for those who are troubled by it. Reason tells us that we explain things in the world by finding causes for them, and that we find causes by building theories and testing them against the evidence. Reason also tells us that we can do this successfully without reference to God or the transcendental, and that the scientific world view not only need not, but cannot, mention God. If we thought that reason asked no questions other than those asked by science, then that would be the end of the matter. The atheists would have won the argument.


But science, maths and logic are not the only spheres in which our reason shows itself. We seek for the causes of things; but we also seek for their meaning. We have moral values, aesthetic tastes, yearnings and aspirations which, for want of a better word, we call ‘spiritual’: and even atheists and agnostics find it difficult to avoid this word. Such things are not irrational, even if we find it difficult to provide a logical or scientific foundation for them. Indeed, it is only rational beings who experience the world in this way, in terms of meanings, values, tastes and aspirations, and who feel, as a result, the tension between their life and their ideals. This tension is what religious people call ‘original sin’. Again, there is nothing irrational in it: on the contrary, not to feel it is to be only half alive to the human condition. 


As rational beings we cannot be satisfied with causal explanations only. The question ‘why?’ has for us, another meaning – not what is the cause, but what is the reason? For what end does this or that exist? And if you say ‘for no end’, does that not simply raise the question all over again? Unlike Dawkins I have never believed that the theory of evolution, true though it no doubt is, has shown that the search for reasons, rather than causes, is a chimera. As rational beings we look for meanings, connections, harmonies and symmetries: we want the world to make sense to us, and to answer our questions not merely in the way the laws of nature answer the enquiries of a scientist, but in the way the laws of harmony answer the aspirations of the musician. Our reason over-reaches the bounds of science, and this is not a deficiency in our reason but a limitation in science. Moreover, as rational beings we make an absolute distinction between right and wrong, good and evil, virtue and vice, and we found our lives on the belief that some things are intrinsically worthwhile, and to be pursued for their own sake – not pleasure only, but love, duty, virtue and kindness. We cannot mount a deductive or a scientific argument in favour of those values. But we condemn those who condemn them, and believe that reason is on our side.


All those facts about the human condition dispose us to look for the places where we can stand, as it were, at the window of our empirical world and gaze out towards the transcendental – the places from which light from that other sphere floods over us. There is nothing irrational in looking for these places, or in the thought that we find them through faith. And through faith we are also constructing a community, so that the meanings and values that we find are shared with others. A religious community is not a scientific community. It contains idiocy, prejudice, ignorance and stupidity in all the proportions that these are displayed by mankind as a whole. But that is its great virtue: it can draw people, whatever their talents and intellectual powers, into a shared apprehension of their condition. It can teach humility and justice, and remind the one with power, knowledge, wealth or artistic talent, that he is the equal of the one beside him in the moment of worship, however ignorant, weak or sinful that person might be. Faith is addressed to us in our weakness, and offers us strength – the strength that is also hope and love, as St Paul told us. That is the message that I take from Fr Giussani, and it is one that seems to me to give a rational justification for understanding faith in its Christian, rather than its Muslim, meaning, and for putting our trust in the person of Christ. From that trust, Fr Giussani tells us, joy and gratitude flow of their own accord – and it is what I have witnessed all around me in the place where I work, and to which I came as a refugee from the secular culture.

