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ABSTRACT: Two kinds of critical questions have been asked 
about the propriety or rightness of Christian beliefs. The first is 
the de facto question: is Christian belief true? The second is the 
de jure question: is it rational, or reasonable, or intellectually 
acceptable, or rationally justifiable? This second question is 

much harder to locate than you' d guess from looking at the 

literature. In "Perceiving God" William AIston suggests that the 
(or a) right question here is the question of "the practical ration­
ality," construed as he construes it. 1 argue that the question is 

ambiguous: and one of the disambiguees is too easy to answer, 
while the other is such that its answer is really irrelevant to any 
sensible version of the de jure question. 1 conclude by venturing 
a suggestion as to what a sensible de jure question might be. 

I M I t least two kinds of critical questions have been raised about the propriety 
or rightness of Christian belief. On the one hand, there are those who argue that 
the beliefs Christians typically hold are false or unlikely: it is at best unlikely 
that there is such a person as God, or that, if there is, He was incarnate in Christ 
Jesus. Here typical arguments would include the argument from evil, the argu­
ment that there couldn' t  be a person without a body, the argument that science, 
or scientific method or perhaps something el se lurking in the neighborhood has 
somehow shown or suggested that there is no such person as God, and so on. 
Since this question is about the truth of Christian belief, we may call it the de 
facto question. On the other hand, there is the question of the sensibility, or 
reasonability, or justification or rationality, or to combine those last two, the 
rational justification of Christian belief. Christian belief may be true and it 
may be false. But even if it happens to be true, so the critics say, there are 
serious questions as to whether it is rational or rationally justified to accept it. 
Defenders of Christian belief respond to the objections, and the result has been 
an impressive number of books and articles . 1  Here perhaps the most prominent 
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argument has been that ( 1 )  there is insufficient evidence for the main claims of 
Christianity, and (2) it is irrational to believe something on insufficient evi­
dence. Since this second question concerns the rightness or acceptability of 
Christian belief, let's call it the de jure question. 

1 am present1y interested in the de jure question. But what, precisely, is the 
question? What is it to be justified, or to be rationally justified? Suppose the 
critics are right: Christian belief is not rationally justified. If so, what precisely 
is it that is wrong with Christian belief? What defect thereby attaches to it? This 
is the question I want to address .  It is more difficult than you might think to 
locate a sensible question here. 

In its modern and contemporary incarnation, the de jure question goes back 
most prominent1y to John Locke. And as Locke states the question, it es sen­
tially concerns duty and requirement, rights and obligation. The question is 
whether one violates or flouts intellectual duty by accepting Christian belief. 
The question is whether a Christian believer can be within her intellectual 
rights in believing as she does. Locke begins from the idea that we have a duty, 
an obligation to regulate our opinion in a certain way. With ability comes 
responsibility : our lofty standing as rational creatures, creatures capable of 
belief and knowledge, brings us under obligation to conduct our intellectual or 
cognitive life in the proper way. Our exalted station as rational creatures,  
creatures with ratio, reason, carries with it duties and obligations :  

Faith is nothing but a firm assent of the mind: which i f  i t  be regulated, as 
is our duty, cannot be afforded to anything, but upon good reason; and so 
cannot be opposite to it. He that believes, without having any reason for 
believing, may be in lo ve with his own fancies; but neither seeks truth as 
he ought, nor pays the obedience due his maker, who would have him use 
those discerning faculties he has given him, to keep him out of mistake and 
error. He that does not this to the best of his power, however he sometimes 
lights on truth, is in the right but by chance; and I know not whether the 
luckiness of the accident wi11 excuse the irregularity of his proceeding. 
This at least is certain, that he must be accountable for whatever mistakes 
he runs into: whereas he that makes use of the light and facu1ties God has 
given him, and seeks sincerely to discover truth, by those helps and abili­
ties he has, may have this satisfaction in doing his duty as a rational 
creature, that though he should miss truth, he will not miss the reward of 
it. For he governs his assent right, and places it as he should, who in any 
case or matter whatsoever, believes or disbelieves, according as reason 
directs him. He that does otherwise, transgresses against his own light, and 
misuses those faculties, which were given him to no other end, but to 
search and follow the clearer evidence and greater probability (Essay IV, 
xvii, 24). 

Two notable features of this passage: first, Locke holds that we have a duty 
or obligation to regulate belief in a certain way. Second, if we ask what that 
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way is ,  the answer is that i t  is our duty to  follow reason, to  believe "according 
as reason directs" uso And what is it to believe as reason directs me? In the case 
of Christian belief, it is  to accept only those tenets of Christian belief for which 
1 have good evidence: but to have good evidence for a proposition is to have a 
good (deductive or nondeductive) argument for it; so if 1 believe according as 
reason directs, 1 wil1 accept only those Christian beliefs for which 1 have a good 
argument, an argument whose premises trace back ultimately to beliefs that are 
certain for me.2 

Now many, perhaps most contemporaries and near contemporaries who 
raise the de jure question follow Locke here . Their complaint is that Christians 
do not hold their beliefs on the basis of evidence, propositional evidence from 
other things they believe: they don't hold their beliefs on the basis of rational 
argument. Because of this, the critics say, Christian belief is unjustified; it is 
contrary to epistemic duty. So the real criticism of Christian belief, from this 
point of view, is that it is ordinari1y accepted in a way that goes contrary to 
intellectual duty. From this point of view, Christians are moral delinquents, 
derelicts who flout their intellectual duties. 

Although this is the most common contemporary complaint about Christian 
belief, at least on the part of its philosophical critics, 1 don't  propose to discuss 
it here. The reason is that it is too easi1y seen to be mistaken. 1 don't have the 
space here to argue this point in detail, but it doesn't require much argumento 
Consider a typical believer: he has been brought up as a Christian, and for the 
most part Christian belief has always seemed to him c1ear1y true. While he has 
never looked carefully into the alleged objections to Christian belief, what he 
has heard of them doesn' t  seem promising; those whom he respects on these 
matters tell him the objections are without foundation and he accepts their 
opinion. Such a person, surely, is not to be censured; he is not a proper subject 
of moral disapprobation. He may be mistaken; he may be deluded; he may be 
foolish; he may be insufficient1y critical (in a way that doesn't  involve blame­
worthiness) but there is no reason to think him derelict in his epistemic duties. 
On the other hand, consider someone who is very well aware of the critics ;  she 
has read and ref1ected on her Marx, Freud and Nietzsche, her Mackie, F1ew and 
Nielsen, but is unconvinced. If, after careful and mature consideration, it stil1 
seems to her that Christian belief is clear1y true, how could she be going 
contrary to duty? What duty would she be flouting? Wouldn' t  she be obviously 
and entirely within her rights in believing as she does? 

This question then, is too easy to answer. But if this isn't  the de jure 
question, the right question of rational justifiabi1ity, what is? A good way to 
make progress, 1 think, is to study Wil1iam Alston's splendid book Perceiving 
Goc:P-clear1y the best work there is on the epistemology of religious belief. 
Still, so it seems to me, the way AIston handles the de jure question isn't  quite 
right: more remains to be said. Exploring his approach, 1 hope, wil1 enable us 
to achieve greater c1arity about the topic in question. 
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I. J ustification? 

A. Alstonian J ustification 

"The central thesis of this book, " says Alston, "is that experiential awareness 
of God, or as 1 shall be saying, the perception of God, makes an important 
contribution to the grounds of religious belief. More specifica11y, a person can 
become justified in holding certain kinds of beliefs about God by virtue of 
perceiving God as being or doing so-and-so" ( 1 ). Here ' perceiving God' is not 
taken as a success term; perceiving God, in this sen se, doesn't entail or guar­
antee that there is such a person as God. Instead, the experiences in question, 
the experiences that confer j ustification, are to be thought of as "those that are 
taken by the subject to be an awareness of God . . .  " (Alston' s emphasis) (1 ) .  So 
the claim is that by way of these experiences a person can be or become 
justified in holding certain beliefs about God: such beliefs as that He is 
strengthening me, comforting me, sustaining me in being , communicating a 
message to me. The emphasis is squarely uponjustification: "The chief aim of 
this book is to defend the view that putative direct awareness of God can 
provide justification for certain kinds of beliefs about God" ( 10) .  And of course 
if beliefs about God can be thus justified, the same goes for the belief that there 
is such a person as God: "if beliefs ' about God' entailing or presupposing that 
God exists, are justified by being based on putative experiential awareness of 
God, then so is the belief that God exists" (9). 

The argument, therefore, wi11 be that putative perception 01 God is what 
justifies these beliefs, or brings it about that they are justified. Later 1' 11 say 
more about the character of the experiences Alston has in mind; for now we can 
note that these experiences involve being apparently presented with God, in a 
way similar to the way in whic h one is , in perception, apparently presented with 
such obj ects as houses, rabbits and so on: "Qur sources take it that something, 
namely God, has been presented or given to their consciousness, in generically 
the same way as that in which obj ects in the environment are presented to one' s 
consciou sness in sense perception" ( 14).  What is crucial here is that it seems 
to the subject that God is present to her, comforting , guiding, communicating . 
" . . .  A person can become justified in holding certain kinds of beliefs abüut God 
by virtue of perceiving [in that sense that doesn't entail success] God as being 
or doing so-and-so. " God is apparently presented, and presented as doing 
certain things: comforting and guiding and supporting. But he is also presented 
as being certain ways: loving, wise, powerful, and the like. 

The c onclusion, therefore, is that a person can be justified in holding certain 
beliefs about God by virtue of perceiving God (in the nonsuccess sense) . How, 
exactly, does the argument g o? But first we must see what it is, according to 
Alston, for a belief to be justified. This sounds initially like the familiar deon­
tological question about rights, permissions and obligations; it looks like the 
question su ggested by Locke, the question whether the Christian believer is 
within her intellectual rights, is flouting no doxastic duty in believing as she 
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does. But appearances are deceiving: "1  reject aU versions of  a deontologieal 
eoneept [of justifieation] on the grounds that they either make unrealistic as­
sumptions of the voluntary eontrol of belief or they radieaUy fail to provide 
what we expeet of a eoneept of justifieation" (73).  We might add the eonclusion 
1 drew above: if this is the de jure question, the answer is mueh too easy. It is 
almost too obvious that many people are justified in their theistic and Christian 
beliefs; there simply don't  seem to be any inteUectual duties such that aU or 
most people who aeeept Christian belief are violating them just by virtue of 
aecepting those beliefs . 

AIston therefore quite properly turns away from that whole diseussion. 
Instead, he proposes a different aeeount of justifieation: 

to be justified in believing that p is to be in a strong position for realizing 
the epistemic aim of getting the truth . . . .  1 will begin by making the plau­
sible assumption that to be in an epistemically strong position in believing 
that p is to have an adequate ground or basis for believing that p. Where 
the justification is mediate, this ground will consist in other things one 
knows or justifiably believes. Where it is immediate, it will consist typi­
cally of some experienee . . .  (p. 73). 

A belief is justified, therefore, if and only if it is formed on the basis of an 
adequate ground. Now it isn't  initially clear what a ground is: what sort of 
animal is a ground of belief? Although AIston doesn't  essay a general aeeount, 
he does point out that there are two kinds of grounds, mediate and immediate. 
A mediate ground of a belief is another belielon the basis of whieh the belief 
in question is formed; an immediate ground of a belief is an experience on the 
basis of which the belief is formed. Again, it isn't  whoUy clear what it is to form 
a belief on the basis 01 an experienee, but perhaps it is not necessary to go into 
that question here. It is worth noting, however, that aceording to AIston a 
justified belief must be based on an adequate ground; it isn't sufficient that the 
subjeet merely have an adequate ground in his epistemie possession. Perhaps 
the faet is 1 know some things with respeet to which it is likely that my ineome 
tax will be higher this year. Suppose 1 don't think of those things, don't  make 
the eonnection, but nevertheless form the belief that my taxes wil1 be higher. (1 
am inclined towards general pessimism and have a tendency to believe the 
worst; 1 always believe my taxes will be higher, even in years when they turn 
out to be lower.) Then the belief that my taxes wi11 be higher isn't justified, in 
AIston's sense, even though 1 have good grounds for it in my possession. 

But what is it for the ground of a belief to be adequate? " . . .  The ground of 
a belief will suffice to justify it only if it is sufficiently indicative of the truth 
of the belief. If the ground is to be adequate to the task, it must be the ease that 
the belief is very probably true, given that it was formed on that basis" (75). 
The idea, therefore, is that the ground G of a belief B is adequate just if a certain 
eonditional probabi1ity is high: the probability that B is true given that or on 
the condition that it has been formed on G. And here the probabi1ity in ques-
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tion is  an objective probability4 of  some sort; if  a belief B is  justified, then it 
was formed on the basis of a ground G su ch that the objective conditional 
probability of B on G (P(B/G)) is high. 1 form the belief that the largest oak in 
my backyard is now losing its leaves. 1 form this belief on the basis of experi­
ence of some kind-as Alston might put it, it seems to me that the tree is 
presenting itself to me as losing its leaves. Then that belief is justified if and 
only if it is objectively probable that the tree is losing its leaves, given that or 
on the supposition that 1 undergo that experience. (There are problems here­
for example, the dreaded problem of the reference class rears its ugly head­
but for the moment suppose we ignore them.) Putting these elements together, 
we can say that a belief B is justified-actually, prima facie ju stified-for S if 
and only if it is formed on the basis of a truth conducive ground G-if and only 
if, that is, it is formed on the basis of some ground G such that the objective 
probability that B is true, given that it has been formed on G, is high. 

B. Is This Really the Question? 

From the present point of view, then, the (or a) right question to ask is 
whether Christian belief isjustified. More specifically, the question, for a given 
Christian belief B, 1 hold-the belief, say, that God was in Christ reconciling 
the world to himself-the question is whether there is some truth conducive 
ground G such that I hold the belief in question on the basis of that grou nd. The 
question is whether 1 hold the belief on the basis of a ground G such that it is 
likely that the belief in question is true, given that it was formed on G. But is 
this really the right question? 1 want to suggest that it is not. When we ask the 

de jure question about Christian belief we are asking whether Christian belief 
is acceptable, OK, such that a sensible, intelligent, rational, informed person in 
something like our epistemic circumstances could or would hold such beliefs. 
But the question whether such belief sometimes or typically has a tru th condu­
cive ground seems to me to be a very different question. 

In the first place, several important sorts of beliefs-a priori belief and 
memory belief in particular-do not seem to ha ve a ground in Alston's sense 
at aU . Consider memory, for example. You remember what you had for lunch: 
lentil soup and a dou ghnut. This belief isn't based on propositional evidence. 
You don't infer it from other things you know or believe, such things, perhaps, 
as your knowledge that you always have a dou ghnut and lentil sou p for lunch, 
or your knowledge that it is now shortly after lunchtime and there are doughnut 
crumbs on you r desk and an empty plastic soup dish in your trash. So it  doesn't 
have a mediate ground. But it also isn't based on an experience. Here there is 
a small problem, perhaps, in that we don ' t  know precisely what it is for a belief 
to be based on an experience. B ut whatever exactly it is, it seems clear that 
memory beliefs are not typically based on experience-at any rate, it is clear 
that memory beliefs are not based on anything like sensuous experience or 
phenomenal imagery. There may be a bit of such imagery present (a fragmen­
tary and partial image of a doughnut or a bowl, perhaps); but you certainly 
don't form the belief on the basis of that image. 
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For first, i t  i s  clear that you could remember without having that imagery­
or, indeed, any other imagery; some people report that they have no phenome­
nal imagery associated with memory at all. So the imagery isn't necessary. But 
it is also insufficient; you could also have that imagery without remembering. 
The reason is that the imagery that goes with imagining that you had a dough­
nut and lentil soup for lunch, or entertaining the proposition that you did, is 
indistinguishable (at least in my case) from the imagery that goes with remem­
bering that you had a doughnut and lentil soup for lunch. And even if you do 
have fairly explicit phenomenal imagery in connection with this memory, you 
surely don 't know that it was lentil soup on the basis of that imagery; the image 
isn't nearly clear enough, detailed and explicit enough, to enable you to distin­
guish lentil soup from, e.g.,  pea soup, or bean soup, or (in my case, at least) any 
other kind of soup at all .5 

Accordingly, it isn't  that you know it was lentil soup on the basis of this 
experience; you don't form the belief that it was lentil soup with that experi­
ence as ground. Instead, you simply remember, simply form that belief. Or, 
perhaps more accurately, that belief is formed in you: you don't  yourself, so to 
speak, take much of a hand in forming it. 

The same goes (though perhaps more controversially) for a priori belief.6 1 
believe the proposition Necessarily, if aU men are mortal and Socrates is a 
man, then Socrates is mortal. N ow there is indeed a sort of imagery connected 
with this belief when 1 entertain it-perhaps something like a fragmentary 
image of the relevant English sentence written on a blackboard as in a logic 
class. But surely the belief isn't formed on the basis of that imagery; that 
imagery isn't  anything like a ground for it; it doesn't  stand to that imagery in 
anything like the way in which my belief that the leaves are fal1ing in my 
backyard stands to the visual imagery 1 now enjoy. Indeed, the imagery accom­
panying that proposition is the same, so far as 1 can tell, as that which accom­
panies entertaining Necessarily, if aU men are mortal and Socrates is mortal, 
then Socrates is a man. 

Many memory beliefs and many a priori beliefs, therefore, are not formed 
on the basis of a ground in Alston's sense, either mediate or immediate. But of 
course these memory and a priori beliefs are eminent1y sensible, reasonable, 
rational, and the like. It therefore fol1ows that a belief need not have a truth 
conducive ground to be reasonable, sensible, or rational. 

On the other hand, there are also beliefs that do have a truth conducive 
ground (explained as Alston explains it) but are nonetheless not sensible or 
reasonable. A belief is based on an adequate ground, says AIston, if and only if 
it is based on a ground such that it is objectively probable that it is true, given 
that it is based on that ground. But (if objective probability conforms to the 
Probability Calculus) a necessary truth will have an objective probability of 1 
on any other proposition whatever. The probability of 29 X 38 = 11 02 is 1 on 
any condition whatever. Any belief in this proposition on any ground, there­
fore, is automatically a belief on the basis of an adequate ground. More gener-
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ally, any grounded belief in (00 a neeessary proposition p is justified on this 
aeeount; for the objeetive conditional probability that p on any proposition will 
be 1 .  So suppose 1 am extraordinarily gullible when it comes to set theory and 
believe, say, Cantor's Theorem7 not beeause 1 have understood a proof or been 
told by someone eompetent that it is true, but just because 1 picked up a eomic 
book on the sidewalk and found therein a eharacter who claims it is his favorite 
theorem. Then this belief of mine has a truth eonducive ground, but isn't  
rational or reasonable. 

Further and closer to current eoncerns: according to the bulk of the theistic 
tradition, God is a neeessary being who has His most important attributes 
essentially: there is no possible world in which He does not exist, and none in 
which he lacks such attributes as omniscience, goodness, love, and the like. If 
this is true, then the proposition that there is such a being as God, or that He is 
omniseient, or loving, wi1l have an objective probability of 1 ,  and henee an 
objective eonditional probability of 1 on any other proposition; hence for any 
ground at aU, the probability that one of those beliefs is true, given that it is 
formed on the basis of that ground, is 1 .  But in asking the de jure question about 
belief in God, we presumably do not mean to ask a question to whieh an 
affirmative answer foUows just from the fact that God is a necessary being who 
has his primary attributes essential1y. 

II. Practical Rationality? 

Now to do a proper job here, we should explore other ways of explaining 
what it is for a belief to be based upon a truth conducive ground. For example, 
Alston's way of putting the matter involves the probability of the belief in 
question � being true: where A is a belief that is based on a ground G, A is based 
on a reliable ground just if the objeetive probability of A's being true, given 
that it is based on G, is high. As we have seen, this leads to trouble. But perhaps 
we should say instead that, where A is a belief that is based on a ground G, A 
is based on a reliable ground just if the general probability of a belief's being 
true, given that it is based on G, is high. Dr perhaps the idea should be ex­
plained in some quite different way. It won't be necessary for us to canvass 
these possibilities, however; for the faet is, as Alston's book proceeds, justifi­
cation tends to recede into the wings and rationality moves to eenter stage.8 
The conclusion of the book, as it seems to me, is reaUy that it is rational­
practically rational-for at least many of us to engage in CMP (Christian 
Mystical Practice) and thus form and hold Christian beliefs: 

My main thesis in this chapter, and indeed in the whole book, is that CMP 
is rationally engaged in [my emphasis] sinee it is a social1y established 
doxastic practice that is not demonstrably unreliable or otherwise disquali­
fied for rational acceptance (194). 

And this question, the question whether it is praetically rational to form beliefs 
in this way, seems to me at any rate closer to the de jure question about 
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Christian belief. But what is this 'practical rationality' ?  How does Alston 
understand this protean notion, and how does he argue for the practical ration­
ality of Christian belief? 

A. Doxastic Practices 

Here we need a bit of stage setting. A distinctive feature of Alston's entire 
epistemology is its emphasis upon doxastic social practices-social1y estab­
lished ways of forming belief. (It makes a certain rough sense to think of AIston 
as judiciously blending Reid with Wittgenstein.) For example, there is sense 
perception, SP, the social practice of forming beliefs on the basis of perception 
of objects in our environment. There is al so the practice of forming beliefs by 
way of reasoning, both deductive and nondeductive; and also the practice of 
forming beliefs on the basis of memory. Together these form what Alston cal1s 
"the standard package," perhaps because they are shared by aU properly func­
tioning human beings. Further, there is the practice of attributing beliefs, de­
sires, pains and pleasures, affective states, spiritual gifts, and the like to our 
fellow human beings. Thomas Reid cal1s this practice (or rather, the facu1ty or 
power that underlies it) 'sympathy' ;  we may think of sympathy as part of SP, 
or, altematively, as a practice intimately linked with SP, but nonetheless sepa­
rate and semi-autonomous. (If we think of it the latter way, we should consider 
it part of the standard package.) 

These are doxastic practices : they issue in the formation of beliefs. They are 
also social practices in that they contain a considerable component contributed 
by our social environment. SP, for example, involves a substantial social com­
ponent in that what we leam from others by way of teaching and testimony 
becomes part of the practice. For example, what we leam from others is in­
volved in the society of checks and tests whereby we determine whether a 
putative perception is a real perception, and of course 1 had to le am from others 
(parents, for example) what it is that 1 perceive when I perceive a tree or house 
or star. The contributions of nature and nurture may vary oyer these different 
practices ; the contribution of nurture is perhaps maximal with respect to SP and 
perhaps minimal with respect to our grasp of elementary arithmetic and logic . 

In addition to these universal1y shared practices, there is also what AIston 
cal1s "MP," "mystical practice," the practice whereby many but not aU of us 
form beliefs about God (or the Ultimate) on the basis of experience or percep­
tion of God (or the Ultimate). A specific variant of this is CMP, Christian 
Mystical Practice, where the beliefs formed are the specifical1y Christian be­
liefs held by Christians of al1 stripes in many different parts of the world and at 
aU times since the beginning of the Christian era. 

B. Epistemic Circularity 

Clearly there are many questions we can raise about these practices: in 
particular, we can ask whether they are reliable. We can also ask whether we 
can show that they are reliable. If we ask this latter question about SP, then we 
are asking whether we can show or argue that the beliefs formed in this practice 
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are for the most part true, or at any rate close to the truth, or likely to be true 
or elose to the truth. (This question is therefore clearly eonneeted with the 
question of justifieation in AIston's sense.) Qur main target, of eourse, is CMP; 
but sinee Alston thinks of CMP as essential1y involving perception of God, he 
diseusses the question of the reliability of CMP in tandem with the eounterpart 
question about SP. 

Alston eoneedes (indeed, insists) that we ean't give a good noncireular 
argument for the claim that CMP is in faet reliable. But then he pays the same 
eompliment to SP: we ean't give a good noncireular argument for its reliability 
either, so that distressing faet about CMP is balaneed by a eomplementary 
distressing faet about SP. AIston displays real virtuoso mastery in showing that 
it isn't possible to give a good noneireular argument for the reliability of SP. 
He considers the major ways in which people have tried to argue SP is in faet 
reliable; in nearly every ease he deteets epistemic circularity. An argument for 
the reliability of a faeulty or souree of belief suffers from epistemie eireularity, 
for you, if one of its premises is sueh that your belief in it originates in the 
operation of that very faeuIty or souree of belief. If you give an epistemieally 
cireular argument for the reliability of a faeulty, then you rely upon that very 
faeulty for the truth of one of your premises. An obvious example would be 
arguing that your intuitive arithmetieal faeulties are reliable by pointing out 
that your arithmetie intuitions seem to you intuitively sound. A less obviously 
cireular projeet would be that of trying to determine if human eognitive faeul­
ties (including your own) are reliable by doing some seienee: you find out what 
human beings think, and then eheek to see whether or not what they think is 
true. Clearly enough, this proeedure is epistemieally circular, for you rely on 
your eognitive faeulties in finding out what human beings think and eheeking 
to see if what they think is true. AIston deteets more kinds of epistemie cireu­
larity than you might have thought, some obvious and some not so obvious. He 
really does establish the conelusion that it is not possible to show in a noncir­
eular fashion that SP is reliable-at any rate he gets as c10se to establishing this 
conelusion as philosophers ever get to establishing any important eonclusion. 

So SP and Christian Mystical Praetiee are in the same leaky epistemologieal 
boat. Indeed, the faet is, he argues, aU of our basie doxastie praetiees are in the 
same epistemological boat; none can be shown in noncireular fashion to be 
reliable. 

c. The Argument for Practical Rationality 

The unhappy developments just explained, says Alston, present us with a 
"erisis of rationality" and a "desperate situation"; "The course of the argument 
led us to the eonelusion that with respeet to even those sourees of belief of 
which we are normally the most eonfident we have no suffieient noncireular 
reason for taking them to be reliable" ( 146). What to do? Well, we are obliged 
to sett1e for seeond best: although we ean't show that any of these praetices are 
reliable, perhaps we can at any rate show that we are rational-practicaUy 


