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The surgeon reported that my husband's prostate tested positively for cancer. He 
advised removing it immediately. Imagine Jim's emotions that morning as he checked in 
for surgery. He felt perfectly healthy. On the strength of one man's testimony and a 
couple pathology reports, my husband was turning over his body to the invasion of a 
scalpel that would bring danger, pain, and a difficult, lengthy recovery. What an 
agonizingly risky cognitive act.  
 
Life is full of such acts, some more difficult than others. One of these is trusting Christ 
as Savior. What is involved in saying that we know God?  

The Dangling Carrot of Certainty  

In Part 1 we talked about certainty in knowledge. It seems that to say we know 
something implies that we are certain of it and that it cannot be false. If so, any doubts I 
have about Christianity being true imply that I don't know it. How can I be a Christian if I 
have doubts?  
 
We saw that certainty is a false ideal: it is both logically impossible and practically futile 
to hold out for truths that are incapable of being doubted. Such an ideal is like a carrot 
that's been dangling before us, leading at least this old donkey in the wrong direction.  

Cognitive Acts -- Religious and Otherwise  

To help us with our doubts, we need to rethink knowing, faith, reason, and certainty. I'd 
like to describe what I think goes on in any act of knowing -- any cognitive or epistemic 
act. I want to show that a religious act of knowing is no different from a non-religious 
one. Both contain elements of "faith" and elements of "reason." Both can be successful; 
both can be mistaken. Both can be doubted but are not thereby discredited. Both can be 
accompanied by certainty of a proper sort. From this exercise we can draw deep 
encouragement.  
 
For example: trusting God, considered as an act of knowing, is no different from trusting 
your doctor. Discovering that Jesus is the Messiah is no different from Claudio, in 
Shakespeare's Much Ado About Nothing, discovering that Hero is, after all, virtuous. 
Seeing that Christianity offers the best explanation of our human experience compares 
to a mechanic's diagnosis of my car's mysterious clunk. If one sort involves sense 
perception and reason, so does the other. If one involves choice, risk, commitment, faith, 
so does the other.  



 
I don't mean to say that each is equally important. Nothing is more important than 
believing that what the Bible says is true. But this doesn't mean that as an act of 
knowing it works any differently, or that one is superior to the other.  

"Oh! I See It!"  

Let's think about the act of knowing. Think of a Magic Eye 3-D picture. You are given a 
complex, apparently repeating, pattern of shapes and colors. You are told to focus your 
eyes beyond the frame of the picture. If you do this, there comes a moment when you 
see three-dimensional objects, perhaps dolphins swimming in a tropical ocean, leap up 
out of the surface of the picture. Your words are likely to be, "Oh! I see it!" Your emotion: 
a tremendous sense of accomplishment.  
 
Michael Polanyi helped me think of the act of knowing as the creative integration of 
clues into a meaningful whole. With the 3-D picture you start with a bunch of 
meaningless, apparently unrelated particulars. Your eyes do something that, even if you 
could explain it, wouldn't guarantee that you could actually perform it. Then something 
happens -- that's hard to explain, too -- and all that unrelated stuff integrates into a 
meaningful whole. In the integrated whole, all the unrelated particulars take on meaning 
as clues. In the act of integration, you no longer focus on the particulars; you rely on the 
particulars in a subsidiary way to focus on the whole.  
 
I love applying this model to just about any act of living I can think of. Think of wielding a 
crochet hook or a golf club. Think of driving a car or reading a fairy tale. Do you not 
focus somehow beyond the particulars of what you're actually doing, relying on them to 
accomplish something meaningful? If you were to stop and think about your particular 
bodily actions, the whole procedure would grind to a halt. We live in bodily actions to 
focus beyond us. The integrative act is rooted in our real body and stretches to explain 
and appropriate the real world around us.  
 
All acts of knowing have this creatively reaching and grasping quality. When God 
commanded humans to subdue the earth, he gave a command that exactly matched the 
epistemic makeup he had built into us. We can't resist the compulsion to make sense of 
our surroundings.  

Much Ado About Nothing  

What are the particulars that get integrated into a whole? These at least: our own body's 
activity (just what is your optical nerve doing as you read this sentence?), perceptual 
data, and also previous conceptions and commitments. Let's think about Claudio seeing 
Hero amorously involved with another man on the eve of her wedding. This is what he 
believes he sees. We know he sees another woman being called "Hero" in the act. Hero 
is asleep in her room. Claudio's truth claim: "Hero is not virtuous, even though she was 
presented as such."  
 



In addition to what he sees, there must be some other particulars, and the audience 
knows there are. Don John, the Count's evil brother, deceives him, pretending to do him 
a favor. Added into the epistemic act are certain beliefs suggested by Don John: "Hero 
is not really virtuous, and this can be shown by looking." "More than one eyewitness can 
see this." It also involves certain criteria for how to evaluate truth claims: "I ought to 
believe the brother of my superior more than I ought to believe the professions of my 
fiance and her family." For this last one the audience could punch him in the nose.  
 
"Seeing is believing," we say. But Claudio proves that what he believes shapes what he 
sees. Does this make Claudio postmodernist? No! First he thinks with outrage that he is 
right; then he thinks with the deepest remorse that he was wrong. And we know that he 
is right to think he was wrong.  

Faith and Reason, Mistakes and Doubt  

This cognitive act, like all cognitive acts, had elements of reason. It is more reasonable 
to trust my senses than to distrust them. It is more reasonable to believe this person 
than that one. If Hero is involved with this man, then she is not a maid. She is involved; 
therefore, she is not a maid. Therefore, I have been betrayed.  
 
It also contains elements of faith. No integrative act of knowing ever reduces without 
remainder to its subsidiary particulars. The claim itself is a credo: I believe that Hero is 
not virtuous. I should believe what Don John is telling me and what the Count confirms. 
I ought to denounce this girl because of what she has done to me.  
 
The act is capable of being mistaken; in fact it is mistaken. It is also possible to be right 
about what happened. And doubt at any point would have been legitimate, especially if 
Claudio had only stopped to think a little harder about what he was doing.  

Jesus Does Epistemology  

Compare Claudio's cognitive act with several in the Bible, namely, the disciples coming 
to know Christ. Compare it also with your own conversion. Jesus appeals to sense 
perception guided by an authoritative interpretation. Jesus asks about John the Baptist, 
What is it that you saw? as he teaches the people who John (and who he himself) really 
is. Sometimes little commentary is needed. Peter sees the empty fishnet suddenly fill 
with fish, the disciples see the winds and waves calm at a word; they act as if they've 
seen God (!)  
 
At other times it feels more like an unreasonable choice and is accompanied by doubt. 
John the Baptist doubts that Jesus is the one who is to come, especially as he himself 
faces execution. Thomas naturally doubts that Jesus has risen from the dead.  
 
Jesus responds with evidence, but never claims that we'll see it as evidence without 
some supernatural eye-opening. Jesus says, "Tell John what you've seen and heard." 
Jesus lovingly makes Thomas eat his words: "Put your fingers in the spike wounds. 



Stop doubting and believe." My favorite: the two crestfallen disciples talk theology with 
the risen Jesus they haven't recognized. Then occurs Scripture's most wonderful, Spirit-
prompted, Oh! I see it! moment.  
 
"Stop doubting and believe" aptly expresses the epistemic act, the act of knowing: put 
your trust in what I tell you and you'll perceive aright. Scripture also makes it perfectly 
clear: only if the Holy Spirit graciously opens your eyes, eyes disposed to rebel against 
their maker, will you grasp the truth.  
 
Sometimes trusting God feels like the Magic Eye -- sudden recognition. Sometimes it 
feels like my husband's trusting the surgeon -- agonizing choice. These are divergent 
points on a spectrum that characterizes every epistemic act. The degree of doubt 
doesn't disqualify the act. God continually demonstrates his patience with the doubts of 
crabby psalmists and cocky disciples.  

Certainty -- Proper Confidence  

Can we be certain of anything? Yes, if by certainty we mean the confidence or trust we 
place in a truth claim. While any truth claim relies on evidence, it also involves 
submission to a criterion of evaluation, often a person whose word we trust. Claudio 
should have trusted Hero's word and not Don John's. I believe my mechanic's words 
because I know him to be truthful. Even more, I believe God's Word because I have put 
my trust in His steadfastly perfect character: "I know whom I have believed, and am 
convinced (certain, confident) that he is able to guard what I have entrusted to him for 
that day." (2 Timothy 1:12).  
 
If certainty is trust, and God is who he says he is, our proper epistemic confidence must 
be placed in God alone. To do otherwise is idolatrous, not to mention misguided. This is 
a resolve I can maintain even when I doubt. And in its light he promises me that I will 
apprehend truth. I will know the One who is Truth. Credo ut intelligam.  

 


