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FAITH AND ITS JUSTIFICATION

The contemporary Jew who seeks to understand the meaning
of faith as it is found in Judaism will not succeed in his quest
by merely examining the thirteen principles of faith formulated
by Maimonides. Nor will it suffce to inspect all the occurrences
of the expression emunah and its cognates in our vast literature.1
For if, as we assume, the Jew of today is interested not simply
in the content of faith but in the logic of faith then he must
engage in further analysis. The content of faith simply tells him
what propositions he is to believe. The logic of faith involves

the question of the grounds for holdig the belief; the relation,
if any, between belief and evidence; the reasons that might be
given for justifying the belief. Indeed it may well be that faith
is "blind" and in this respect differs from ordinary beliefs in

not requiring reasons or evidence. But then, this too must be
understood. In what way does religious belief differ from or-
dinary beliefs which render it exempt from the requirements of
justication? To embark upon such a study will surely take the
inquirer beyond the commonly accepted meaning of the ex- :
pression. For the way the classic Jewish philosophers thought ·

of emunah is only part of the question. The other part involves
an understanding of the general principles of rationality which :
govern our beliefs in science and ordiar life. i

My ai. is to offer such an extended analysis of faith or re-I
ligious belief as it pertins to the contemporary Jew in his con-I
frontation with Judaism. This type of analysis is in many re- ¡
spects simiar to what has been caled explication.2 This not oniy,11
draws upon the accepted meanig of the term but also proposes
a somewhat new and more precise meaning for it. Thus, thei

!
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process of explication is more a rational reconstruction than a
mere descriptive analysis.

The reason why people usually attempt an explication is to
try to reduce the limitations, ambiguities, and inconsistencies

of ordinary usage and introduce a reinterpretation that will in-
crease the clarity and precision of the expression in question. In
philosophy of science such explication has usually been prepara-
tory to the development of some new comprehensive theoretical
system through the use of the reconstructed terms.

It is likewise my intention to explicate the meaning of the
term faith and show how it functions in a theory designed to
explain and guide the belief experience of the Jew.

Having the nature of proposals, explications cannot be judged
as being either true or false. However, they are to be considered
adequate only if the newly reconstructed term can be used to
express at least a large part of what is customarily expressed

by means of this term. Thus, when we have completed our

analysis, the explicated version of faith must still account for
most usages of the term in classic Jewish literature. It can also
be judged more or less adequate depending on the extent to
which it enables us to attain our objective of developing with

its help, a systematic theory of Jewish religious belief.
What can we learn from an examination of the ways in which

this word "faith~' functions in religious discourse? Generally

speaking, it would appear to be the special term used to refer
to the act or state in which a person is when he assents to or
accepts the religious outlook. Thus, when we say of a Jew, "He
is a man of faith" (Ba' al M a' am in ) we imply that he is a func-
tioning member of the religious community. Used in a religious
context, the term "faith" describes not only a state of mind but
says something about the total person. It refers to a complex
experience which includes cognitive, mystical, psychological
and behavioral elements. In order to understand the meaning

of faith we shall have to unravel its diferent strands.
One of the more obvious connotations of the term faith in

ordinary usage is its suggestion of certainty and strength of con-
viction. This is the relation in which the propostion stands to
the mind cognizing it, which is the relation of believing. Belief
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inwardly experienced as a psychological phenomenon is an
unanalyzable kind of feeling which attaches to the content of
belief. This feeling is usually more or less firm, more or less
intense, depending upon a number of factors. When religious
belief is characterized as faith there is the implication of sublime
certainty such as in the defiition offered by Maimonides, "By
faith we understand . . . the conviction that the object of belief
is exactly as it is apprehended."3

Faith is also associated with the readiness to act on the prem-
ise that the proposition in question is true. We have no way
of knowing what a man's beliefs are, except by his actions and
behavior which include, of course, his speech acts. The degree of
intensity of a man's beliefs are frequently but not always meas-
urable by how much that individual is willmg to bet or risk
on the assumption that a certain doctrne is tre.4 Thus the

great men of faith in Judaism are invarably extolled for their
deeds: Abraham's readiness to sacrifce Isaac, Nachshon ben
Aminadav's leap into the sea, Rabbi Akiva's martyrdom. The
readiness to sacrifice life itself in obedience to God's command
is testimony to the depth and tenacity of the individual's belief.

In later Rabbinic writing, the psychological and behavioral

aspects of faith were separated out and referred to .as the char-
acteristic of Bitachon.5

Regardless, however, of what else "faith". entails,' it must
surely presuppose the existence ofa reality that is the referrent
of the name "God" to whom one relates in faith. The statement,
"I have faith in God" implies the statement, "I believe that
God exists.6 The latter is an intellectual assent to a proposition
and as such is a cognitive assertion. This is the relation in which
the proposition stands to fact which is the truth or falsity of a
proposition.

But, of course, Judaism does not rest simply on the belief that
God exists. There are a number of other putative facts, states
of affairs to whose truth a Jew of faith subscribes. There are
metaphysical realities such as the attributes of God and the ex-
istence of the human soul which he accepts. There are beliefs
about the history of the Jewish people, the origin of the Torah
and eVen the origin of the universe which are empircal in na-
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ture and which he holds to be true. There are also expectations
about the future: the indestructability of the Jewish people, the

coming of the Messiah and the immortality of the soul to which
he is committed. These beliefs are usually not held in insolation.
or accepted individually but as a "package." There are a variety
of factors which give a unitary character to the creedal aspects

of Judaism so that it may be regarded as an interconnected,

more or less systematic theory. 7 Many of the beliefs taken sep-
arately and all of them considered together are cognitive or

propositional in nature.8 They are beliefs that certain states of
affairs, either on the empirical or on the trans empirical realm
have existed, do exist or will exist. Taken together as some
sort of theory, these beliefs constitute an explanatory hypothesis
which attempts to render intelligible our experiences in the
world.

This places a religious theory like Judaism in the same league
as science. Both make factual assertions. Both attempt to explain
phenomena. Both warrant expectations. Both appeal to the ex-
istence of abstract entities. Is this to suggest that Judaism is
in competition with science? The answer is no. For in spite of
the similarities, the two are interested in different areas of ex-
perience and the purose of explanation in the two instances is
different. Science is interèsted in discovering regularities or laws
so that it can control .and manipulate phenomena. Judaism is
interested in those aspeèts of experience which can yield (clues
as to our human destiny and the meaning of existence as a whole.

! This, of course, does not preclude the possibility that the asser-

tions of sci~nce and religion may sometimes overlap and contra-
dict each other. 9

As an explanatory theory, Judaism, like all cognitive beliefs
must face the question of evidence or rational grounds for its
acceptance. We thus arve at the problem of justification. Can
religious beliefs be rationally justied?

Before we proceed, it should, perhaps, be made more explicit
that the main challenge of justication arises for Jewish faith
only when it is acknowledged that propositional or cognitive ele-
ments are involved. If Judaism is only a mattr of feeling, be
it love or reverence or ontological dependence, then, if one has
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it, one has it and there is nothing more that need be said. Just
as having an aesthetic experience while visiting an art museum
and liking it needs no justification, neither does one's approval
ofa religious experience while visiting a synagogue. Similarly,

if Judaism were only a matter of behavior; of performing certain
rituals or observing certain laws then one may justify one's ac-
tions by simply stating that one wishes to be counted as a mem-
ber of the religious community which prescribes such behavior.

Once we acknowledge, however, that a part of the faith-ex-
perience, indeed its central core, is a matter of cognitive belief,
i.e., that certain states of affairs obtain rather than others, then,
it would seem that we become subject to the same standards of
rational belief which guide us in other areas of life. It is surely
not a mitzvah to believe everything: "the fool believes every-
thing" even in the area of religion. If, as part of our religious
faith, we do believe that certain facts are the case, what justifica-
tion can we offer as to why or on what grounds we believe that
God exists rather than the contrary? How do we go about justi-
fying our belief that the Torah explanation of things is true .
rather than the Christian or that of some Eastern religion?

At one time it was thought that the alleged existence of spe-
cial sources of knowledge within Judaism such as revelation or
prophesy or an authority of some kind, somehow solved the

problem. For our general knowledge, the argument went, we

rely on reason. Therefore, we must have recourse to the prin-
ciples and methods of deductive and inductive logic. However,
our religious knowledge comes to us through revelation which
transcends reason and logic. The distinction between revelation
and reason while important to Jewish philosophy in the Middle
Ages, is irrelevant to the problem under discussion. In medieval
times, the problem primarily concerned the content of faith
while for the contemporary Jew it is the logic of faith and its
justification which is at issue. For, granting the possibility of)
revelation, what is your evidence that it ever took place? The'
assertion of revelation simply becomes another "belief-that" 

I

which requires justification. Similarly, the emphasis in Judaism
upon certain overwhelming historical events such as the Exodus
or an appeal to the uninterrupted tradition which affrms these
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events does not change the situation. The challenge will then
simply be shifted to the question of the authenticity of the record
and the reliability of the tradition.

Because faith involves one's relationship to God, it is some-
times argued that faith draws upon a direct apprehension or

intuition or some sense of the presence of God as a personal
encounter. However, religious experiences even of the most
unusual kind, are always reducible to psychological statements

about feelings and sensations which cannot warrant any ex-
istential deductions. An encounter with God must always be
some sort of inference from one's own experience which is al-
ways subject to doubt and alternative interpretations.10

Before proposing a specific solution to the problem, let us
attempt to formulate some idea of the kind of answ~r we are
looking for. What must a suggested justification do in order to
be considered effective in this area? What features must it have
and what features must it not have in order to do the kind of
job that religious faith requires it to do?

The usefulness of such a procedure becomes apparent once
we consider the efforts made by medieval Jewish thinkers to
prove the existence of God by the use of deductive proofs. Let
us assume that such proofs can be constructed and are valid
and sound. Are they, however, adequate fOr the job at hand? If
we had sound proofs for the existence of God, then we would
indeed have a rational basis for the certainty of faith. However,
we would then be unable to account for the fact that the ac-
ceptance of the religious outlook is viewed as a voluntary act
for which the individual is praised and for which he is held
responsible. Maimonides considered belief in God as a mitzvah
implying its voluntary nature. In the Bible, individuals are

praised for having faith and condemned for lacking it, imply-
ing that it involves the making of a free decision.11 If, however,

we have necessary proofs for the existence of God, then surely
beliefs thus arrived at, take on a coercive, involuntary character
as the proof would appear to compel assent.12

It follows, therefore, that the justificatory apparatus we are
seeking must be less than compelling. It must leave room for
doubt so that in the fial analysis, the move by which one opts
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for Judaism is a decision freely made. Of course, since Hume
and Kant, necessary proofs for the existence of God are no
longer considered feasible. We need not worry therefore, about
the prospect of the would-be believer being overwhelmed with
indubitable arguments. But should we, instead, succeed in de-
veloping some sort of probabilistic set of arguments designed
to defend the Torah hypothesis, we cannot identify that either
as the act of religious commitment. For if we did, how would
religious faith differ from science and the religious act of faith
from the cognItive act of believing?

This leads us to the crucial insight that the religious faith-
experience must consist of two separate components: 1.) a cog-
nitive act of believing which is an intellectual judgment one
arrives at after considering alternative theories in the light of

whatever arguments or evidence are available. We can call this
the "belief-that" component of faith. 2.) One makes a free de-
cision to act on the possibility presented by (1) and commits
oneself to the religious life associated with the theory. This may
be referred to as the "belief-in" component and includes valua-
tional, emotive and behavioral aspects. 

IS

The relationship between the two components has already
been alluded to. To believe in God presupposès a belief that God
exists. However, the reverse does not hold. Thus, tradition
speaks of a certain type of wicked person who recognizes his
creator but chooses to rebel against Him. In the terminology
of the Ramban, one could have Emunah but not Bitachon..

Let us now consider whether this view of faith as a complex
phenomenon adequately accounts for the observed features of
religious experience.

1.) The inclusion of the cognitive aspect reinstates the rational
tradition in Jewish theology and draws support from the many
instances in the Bible and Rabbinic literature where God's

existence and powers seem to be inferred from various events
and features of the universe.14 It means further that religious
beliefs can be disputed and argued about. It implies that one
just doesn't "get" religion like falling in love, but that one. can
search and inquire and rationally deliberate. We have already
,agreed that intellectual certainty. is neither attainable nor de- \
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sirable. All we. can hope for on ths level is a conclusion that
the Torah theory of things is the most plausible or most prob-
able of available theories.

2. ) The strong convictions and passionate adherences asso-
ciated with Emunah are not to be identified with intellectual
certitude but as attaching to the "belief-in" component. The
Emunah Shelemah (perfect faith) that is considered a religious
virtue consists of a combination of certain overlapping emo-

tional, evaluational and behavioral characteristics.
Belief in God contains an evaluative element that is both

instrumental and intrinsic. It is certainly a good thng for all
. of us that God is loving, compassionate and mercifuL. Belief
in God the Creator also has explanatory power. But above all,
relating to God is considered good in itself. The high value and
ultimate importance attached to matters lie the bliss of fellow-
ship with God or the hope of eternal salvation endows religious
faith with characteristic enthusiasm and seriousness. The beauty
and superlative value of the ideas of the Torah can generate

love and adoration and reverence for the God about whom we
may intellectually have some doubts.

The quality of strength associated with faith applies to the
commitment, i.e., the readiness to sacrifice and undergo hardship
in observance of the prescriptions of Judaism as well as per-
sistence or tenacity of faith in face of negative evidence.

A subjective feeling of assurance, confidence and trust that
things are as claimed by one's theory is another ingredient of
the "belief-in" component. If strength of belief should be pro-
portioned to the amount of evidence, how, it may be asked,

can one rationally experience a feeling of assurance when the
evidence is only probable? The answer is that a person may de-
velop a feeling of confidence that there must be a God, because
if there isn't, then his entire conception of a rational universe,
moral principles and meaningful existence would collapse. He
might learn to feel that the concept of a Godless universe is in-
consistent with his deep-seated intiation that he has an im-

mortal soul and that there must be a life after death. Dwelling
upon these considerations may generate in him a feeling of

,I . sublime certainty that there is a God while still acknowledging
i
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that the public evidence does not warrant such a conviction.
Furthermore, it is conceivable. that a person might have some
personal experience, some religious encounter which in spite
of the paucity of publicly verifiable evidence, has given him a
feeling of overwhelming confidence that his religious beliefs aretrue. .

3.) "Faith" may be considered a mitzvah for whose observ-

ance the Jew will be held responsible because in these contexts
we are referring to the "belief-in" component which is volition-
aL. This is borne out by the phrase Kabbalat OL Malkhut Sha-
mayim (acceptance of the yoke of the Kingdom of God) used
to describe the fist commandment which suggests commitment
rather than cognition. HI

The point we are making then is that nothing less than. a
complex theory of faith of the type outlined above, can ade-
quately account for the features of Emunah noticed in the Torah.
An analysis in purely cognitive terms provides no room for the
peculiarly religious elements of commitment and passionate con-
viction. On the other hand, an exclusively voluntaristic analysis
would give us a theory akin to William James' Will To Believe

or Pascals' Wager leaving us vulnerable to the charge of "issuing
unrestricted licenses for wishful thinking. "16

Having described the logical character of the faith experi-
ence, we are in a better position to discuss the question of justi-
fication. Different types of sentences require different kinds of
justification or sometimes no justification at all.

As we indicated earlier, we shall take the position that faith
in God and his Torah in its creedal aspect constitutes a theory
or an explanatory hypothesis similar in certain respects to
theories in the physical sciences and in other respects to his-
torical explanation. It is characterized by broad scope and in- ,',
cludes references to theoretical or transcendant entities such as
"God" and "souL" By "broad scope" we mean that it is offered:
as a total interpretation in which we assert that the world as a .
whole, that is, nature, history, human relations is of this or that
kind.

A theory like the Torah hypotheses cannot be justified by!
ordinary inductive procedures since it makes no predictions

62



r \1

Faith and Its J usiification

regarding empirical regularities which are easily testable. Instead
our theory which relies essentially on its explanatory force must
be judged by how well it is supported by the weight of evidence.
The latter consists mainly of the phenomena which it seeks to
explain. This would range from the universe itself (Why is
there something rather than nothing?) and instances of design
in the universe to the occurrence of Hebrew prophesy. The
"weight of evidence" is a function of 1.) the number and variety
of the phenomena and 2.) how well the hypotheses performs

its function of explanation, i.e., the notion of "fit" or degree of
precision and detail by which the theory accounts for the phe-
nomena.

Obviously we cannot ignore those features of experience which
would appear to contradict the assumptions of the theory such
as the occurrence of undeserved pain and suffering in the world.
The weight of evidence will therefore consist of the cumulative
effect of those converging lines of successful explanation bal-

anced against the negative features. The resulting judgment
would then have to be compared to the way in which the evi-
dence supports rival religious theories.

When we fially layout all the pieces of evidence and con-
sider all the areas of human experience which seem to support
the Torah theory, there may emerge a pattern in the facts, a
noticing of relationships which constitutes an explanatory factor
over and above the simple sum of the evidential elements suc-
cessfully explained. This has been called the "connecting tech-
nique" and is found in historical, judicial and aesthetic judg-
ment.17 Assuming the Torah to be true, the believer begins to
"see" the connection between instances of design in the physièal
universe and traces of providence in Jewish history. The ex-
perience of the emerging pattern is similar to that of a person
"catching on" to the plot of a play in the middle of the second
act.

In using this method of converging lines of evidence we are
able to integrate arguments that may have only partial force.
Thus while the teleological proof for the existence of God fails
as a proof it can be reconstructed as an argument which points

, to phenomena which can receive a plausible explanation by a
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total religious theory. 
18

This then, is the main criterion which the creedal portion

of Judaism ("Belief-that") must satisfy before it can be con-
sidered a candidate for adoption ("Belief-in"). Le., it must be
supported by the evidence as well as or better than any alterna-
tive theory.19 I believe this can be shown to be the case for
Judaism today and should constitute the primary task of J ew-
ish theology. Moreover, I believe that most Jewish thnkers in
all ages, implicitly believed this to be so regardless of whether
they put the matter in these precise terms or not. Thus a Jew
may assert: "I believe that God exists and that the Torah ex-
planation of things is true" and may justify his belief by ap-
pealing to the same canons of rationality which hold in the
general cognitive realm, i.e., evidential support.

At this point, an objection will most certainly be raised:

"Although a particular hypothesis may be best supported by
the available evidence, scientific procedure may often dictate
suspension of judgment on grounds that the evidence is not suf-
ficient to warrant a conclusion. Even if we should assume, there-
fore, that your Torah theory is the most plausible one and there-
fore may be true, the evidence is far from conclusive. On what
grounds do you justify your acceptance of thé theory?"

In order to respond to this objection we must appreciate the
distinction between rules of confimation and rules of accept-
ance as it obtains in science. By rules of confimation we mean
considerations which tell us what kinds of evidence confms and
what degree of confimation is conferred by a given body of evi-
dence. By rules of acceptance we mean standards as to how
strong the evidential support must be before the hypthesis can
be accepted or what is to be done when rival hypotheses are
equally supported by the evidence. It has been noted that once
we pass beyond the confimation rules and into the area of ac-
ceptance, we begin to deal with pragmatics, i.e., the broad pur-
poses and objectives of science. Thus, where evidential criteria d
are not decisive we may opt in favor of a particular theory be- i
cause it contributes to system building or ha~ predictive force'i
There is no single rule in science as to how much evidence is i
required for acceptance of an hypothesis. Thus, if the hypothesis!'d

i
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in question is to be made the basis of a specific course of action
where failure might involve fatal consequences for people, we
would insist upon much more evidence than otherwise. But even
in cases of pure scientific research, rules of acceptance will pre-
suppose some sort of evaluation which reflects the aims and goals
of science.20 .

When we are considering theories where the interest is re-
ligious, then quite legitimately, the valuation which influenÖes

the choice of our rules of acceptance, properly reflect the ob-

jectives of the religious ~nterprise. We can see this. quite clearly
if we consider the possible outcomes of deciding to accept a
particular hypothesis on the basis of a given body of evidence.

1. The hypothesis is accepted as presumably true and is in fact true.
2. The hypothesis is rejected as presumably false and is in fact false.
3. The hypothesis is accepted as presumably true and is in fa.ct false.
4. The hypothesis is rejected as presUìably false and is in fact tre.

. In order to work out a rule we must assign defite values or
disvalues to these dierent outcomes. Herein lies the difference
between the scientic and religious orientation. The scientist
places great disvalue on outcome No.3. He must miimize
error. There is no urgency. Particular truths we may lose today
will be regained tomorrow. Science can think in terms of the

"long run." Decisions can be postponed indefinitely.
What is crucial to the person interested in religion, however,

is not the disvalue of outcome No. 3 but rather the disvalue

of outcome No.4, i.e., the possibility of losing the trth! The
"long run" which exists for humanity does not exist for the in-
dividual person. For he, in the words of William James, "plays
the game of life not to escape losses, for he brings nothing with
him to lose; he plays it for gains and it is now or never for
him. "21 Therefore, considenng the aims and goals of religious
inquiry, it is quite rational for a person to decide to adopt a
theory . even though in a scientic question with comparable
evidence, a suspension of judgment would be appropriate.

We return now to the individual who on the basis of the
available evidence has judged the Torah theory to be as prob-
able or the most probable of theones. What is rus next step?
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He must assign values to the various possible outcomes. For the
logic that is involved now is no longer the method of hypothesis
but the logic of decision procedure, i.e., to evaluate available
lines of action in terms of their desirabilities and probabilities.

We are dealing now with practical wisdom or the canon of pru-
dence. Here the rational man is one who adopts a policy if and
only if he judges its expected gain or value to exceed the ex-
pected gain from not pursuing the policy. The expected gain is
the sum of the values of each possible outcome multiplied by

the probability of that outcome.
This is the place for considerations found in that type of

apologetic literature which attempts to convey a sense of the
beauty and serenity of the Jewish way of life, the bliss of fellow-
ship with God, the sense of meaning imparted to life, the sheer
ecstacy of prayer. In short, the candidate for faith must evalu-
ate the concepts, way of life, vision and promise of Judaism. .
This process too, must not be regarded as purely subjective and
personal, but should involve certain criteria which if satisfied,
can provide justification for the valuational aspect of "Belief-
in." It must be asked whether the object of worship of this par-
ticular religious theory and the values it endorses are worthy
of the regard and adoration solicited. Writers in the area of
ethics have suggested certain criteria for judging moral prin-
ciples and an entire way of life which appeal to the principles
of comprehensiveness, valuational coherence, universalizabilty,
or ability to meet human needs.22 The value judgments which,
must precede the "Belief-in" commitment ought to be made in
the light of these criteria. '

The fial step in the logic of faith is the deliberation which

brings together the probabilities of the "Belief-that" stage and
the value judgments just made, eventuating in the decision to
accept the Torah and the Jewish way of life. This is the "Belief-
in" component which is a volitional act justifed by the criteria¡
of practical rationality. It is of the utmost importance however, I

to remember just what this effort of will is being called uponi
to do: 1.) To provide criteria of acceptance where the evidence'

might support, more or less equally, several competing theories~
2.) To transform the theoretic entertainment of a probable¡66 I

1,,



I

Faith and Its Justification

proposition into a commitment. Weare not looking to the will
to turn a cognitive probability into a cognitive certainty.

Our explication of the concept of faith has given us an an-
alysis which is applicable universally, which is as it should be.
Jewish faith will be distinguishable by its content rather than
by its logic. '

An . understanding of the different components of religious
faith, their respective logics and the way they interact can be
helpful in c1anfying the nature of religious disagreements and
determining the methods by which they may be resolved. Clear-
ly, it will make an enormous difference whether the dispute is
over the cognitive aspect and therefore a disagreement in belief
or over the value judgments involved and hence a disagreement
in attitudes only.

Our analysis can also be helpful to religious teachers in treat-
ing the person who has lost his faith and is on the verge of for-
saking tradition. Careful questioning should be able to reveal
the point at which the faith process has broken down. Is it that
the individual no longer believes the assertions of the Torah
to be probable or is it that he no longer considers its outcome

to be as desirable as he did before in light of the sacrices it
might involve?

In our view the explication of faith that has been presented
meets the conditions of adequacy described at the beginnng of
this paper. This multi-dimensional interaction of the valuational
and the theoretic, the volitional and the cognitive, the atttudinal
and the evidential in the process of religious faith is precisely
the sort of thing that religious faith should be, - at once a
reasoned justifiable belief compatible with the demands of
cntical intelligence and a responsible decision and personal

commitment which is revelatory of one's real self.
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