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Dutch Reformed Philosophy in North America

A striking development in Christian 
scholarship with roots in Europe has 
taken place in North America in the 
past generation or two. This scholarship 
may be largely unknown in Europe, but 
it may be of special interest there. I am 
referring to the unfolding of Dutch Re-
formed philosophy.

This description sounds rather ironic, 
and the irony may be sharpened by ask-
ing why this particular intellectual de-
velopment should not be called “Variet-
ies of American Reformed Theology.” 
An answer to this question will get us 
started on our study.

The reasons these movements should 
be called “Dutch in North America,” 
not “American,” are multiple. On the 
one hand, the major leaders in these 
three movements are all of a Dutch eth-
nic heritage, either raised in Dutch com-
munities in the U.S. or Canada, or else 
they are immigrants from the Nether-
lands. On the other hand, the leaders of 
these three movements all took much of 
their inspiration from Dutch Reformed 
theologians or philosophers, especially 
from Abraham Kuyper and Herman 
Bavinck, who themselves drew on the 
writings of John Calvin. The reason 
these movements should be called “Re-

formed” is that the key leaders of the 
movements all have or had strong ties to 
classical Reformed churches, many of 
which have a strongly confessional ori-
entation. The reason we can call these 
writings “philosophy” and not “theo-
logy” is that they address many classi-
cal philosophical questions, and further 
because many (not all) of these writers 
insist strongly that they are NOT theo-
logians. (Only Cornelius Van Til is an 
exception here.)

The three varieties could be described 
as The New Reformed Epistemology; 
The Philosophy of the Cosmonomic 
Idea; and Reformed Transcendentalism. 
The first two names are used by the rep-
resentatives of these movements. I have 
given the name “Reformed Transcen-
dentalism” to the movement that calls 
its own philosophy “Presuppositional-
ism” because I think this name better 
describes this type of philosophy.

The main developers of “The New 
Reformed Epistemology” have been 
Nicholas Wolterstorff (Yale Divinity 
School) and Alvin Plantinga (Notre 
Dame University), whose basic ideas 
have been promoted and used by think-
ers such Ronald Nash and Dewey Hoit-
inga.1 Return to Reason by Kelly James 
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Clark (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990, 
1998) can serve as a useful compendium 
of this type of philosophy. “The Phi-
losophy of the Cosmonomic Idea” has 
been developed by American and Ca-
nadian followers of the Dutch thinkers 
Herman Dooyeweerd and Dirk Vollen-
hoven. Gordon Spykman has explored 
the implications of this philosophy for 
systematic theology, Roy Clouser for 
the theory of knowledge and reason, 
Al Wolters for worldview studies, Hen-
drik Hart for systematic philosophy, 
while James Skillen has written numer-
ous books in educational and political 
theory from this perspective.2 Patterns 
of the Western Mind by John. H. Kok 
(Sioux Center: Dordt College Press, 
1998) serves as a useful introduction 
to this perspective. “Reformed Tran-
scendentalism” is largely the work of 
Cornelius Van Til (1895–1987). Van 
Til was heavily indebted to the Dutch 
theologians Abraham Kuyper and Her-
man Bavinck. His views have been de-
veloped and promoted by thinkers such 
John Frame, Richard Smith, and Scott 
Oliphant.3 Van Til’s Apologetic: Read-
ings and Analysis by Greg L. Bahnsen 
(Phillipsburg, NJ, USA: P & R Pub-
lishing, 1998) is a thorough guide to 
this perspective.

It is worth noting that 1998 saw the 
publication (or republication) of books 
that summarized or unified a half a cen-
tury of research and writing by scholars 
from each of these three philosophies. 
This article will outline some of the dis-
tinctive ideas of each perspective.

I  The New Reformed  
Epistemology

The NRE writers like to start with 
the question, “Is belief in God a rational 
belief?” As they discuss the rationality 
of religious belief they like to keep two 
things in mind. First, since the Enlight-
enment many serious thinkers have 
regarded belief in God as an irrational 
superstition, and second, the results 
of the numerous attempts to “prove” 
the existence of God, that is, “natural 
theology,” from Aquinas to Paley and 
Swinburne, have been less than over-
whelming. The NRE writers generally 
say that the arguments for the existence 
of God all depend on assumptions that 
some people bring to the discussion but 
other people do not bring into the dis-
cussion. Therefore they call the argu-
ments “person relative” arguments for 
the existence of God, not “proofs.” In 
order to show that belief in God is a ra-
tional belief, they claim, it will be nec-
essary to re-examine what makes any 
belief a rational belief. In the course of 
doing this they will discover the failure 
of Enlightenment and post-Enlighten-
ment theories of knowledge which fail 
to explain why ordinary, everyday be-
liefs are rational. This discovery will 
then prompt them to begin articulating 
a new theory of knowledge, a “new Re-
formed epistemology.”

Their more detailed introductions 
to their philosophy go something like 
this: the challenge to belief in God 
arising out of some Enlightenment 
thinkers developed into the theory of 
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knowledge called “evidentialism.” A 
classical spokesman for evidentialism is 
W. K. Clifford, who said, “it is wrong 
always, everywhere, and for anyone to 
believe anything upon insufficient evi-
dence.”4 Clifford’s explanation of why 
he thought it wrong to believe anything 
without sufficient evidence is that what 
we believe, on any subject, has a wide 
impact on many people and on society 
as a whole. “The harm which is done 
by credulity in a man is not confined to 
the fostering of a credulous character in 
others, and consequent support of false 
beliefs. Habitual want of care about 
what I believe leads to habitual want of 
care in others about the truth of what 
is told to me. … The credulous man is 
father to the liar and cheat.”5 

Clifford’s evidentialist theory of 
knowledge led him to be an agnostic 
with regard to belief in God; indeed, he 
thought it was morally wrong to believe 
in God. In response the theistic eviden-
tialists have agreed with the evidential-
ist theory of knowledge (it is wrong 
to believe anything upon insufficient 
evidence) and have then argued that 
the evidence does exist to make belief 
in God a rational belief. Some theistic 
evidentialists have returned to classical 
natural theology, others to historical ar-
guments, whether for the resurrection 
of Jesus, the historicity of the Bible, or 
to other types of evidence. But the NRE 
has rejected the entire Enlightenment/
evidentialist theory of knowledge.

Alvin Plantinga took the first giant 
step in this new direction in his studies 
on the philosophy of mind, specifically 

whether or not it is possible to prove 
that other people have minds. Simply 
stated, Plantinga pointed out that it is 
probably impossible to prove that an-
other person has a mind, and yet most 
of us regard it as fully rational to believe 
that other people have minds. (Those of 
us who are educators might be forgiven 
for doubts with regard to an occasional 
student.) If it is rational to believe that 
other people have minds, even though 
the evidence for the existence of their 
minds might not satisfy Clifford and 
the evidentialists, then maybe it is ratio-
nal to believe in God without evidence, 
especially if God is more like a mind 
that any object in the physical realm. 
This is to suggest that belief in God is a 
direct or immediate belief, not a belief 
that is formed on the basis of rational 
inference or evidence. In other words, 
say Plantinga and friends, belief in God 
is more like believing other people have 
minds than it is like a proof in the natu-
ral sciences. 

According to Plantinga, evidence or 
proof has relatively little to do with be-
lief in God, and neither evidence nor 
proof are needed to make belief in God 
a rational belief. However, this does not 
mean one should avoid studying and 
discussing arguments for the existence 
of God. This may be a good exercise 
for students, and they may be a lot of 
fun. In reading Plantinga’s books and 
articles (which contain various argu-
ments for the existence of God) one can 
get the impression that he pursues these 
arguments as an interesting hobby, with 
all the passion and enthusiasm that go 
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into any great hobby. But, of course, a 
hobby does not generally have great re-
ligious significance. (This should not be 
interpreted as suggesting that Plantinga 
is not serious about either his philoso-
phy or his Christian beliefs.)

The NRE approach to religious epis-
temology obviously has broad ranging 
implications for a total theory of knowl-
edge. Their account, briefly stated, is as 
follows. They point out that the dif-
ferent things that people believe stand 
in certain relations to each other, that 
people have a noetic structure. The cen-
tral distinction in this structure is be-
tween nonbasic beliefs and basic beliefs. 
Nonbasic beliefs are held inferentially, 
on the basis of evidence rationally in-
terpreted. In contrast, basic beliefs are 
things that are known directly, not on 
the basis of evidence or inference. Basic 
beliefs include perceptual beliefs (e.g., 
I see my desk), memory beliefs (I ate 
breakfast this morning), and simple 
logic. Nonbasic beliefs would include 
things like scientific hypotheses and 
complex mathematical formulas. NRE 
calls a belief a “proper” belief if it is 
one that it is rationally justifiable for 
a person to hold (which does not au-
tomatically guarantee its truth). Thus, 
“properly nonbasic beliefs” are “beliefs 
that one justifiably holds on the basis of 
other beliefs.”6 

Philosophy since Descartes has used 
a method of doubt, which we could 
call “classical foundationalism.” In or-
der to try to exclude any possibly false 
ideas from the body of truths we affirm, 
the classical foundationalist says we 

must start from a very limited number 
of properly basic ideas and apply care-
ful rules of inference to arrive at a very 
limited number of properly nonbasic 
beliefs. The only types of beliefs that 
the classical foundational accepts as 
properly basic are of three types: things 
evident to the senses; matters that are 
self-evident; and incorrigible proposi-
tions (usually about our own subjective 
state). All properly nonbasic beliefs, 
claims the classical foundationalist, 
must be derived by careful inference 
from properly basic beliefs. The eviden-
tialist objection to belief in God clearly 
operates only within a classical founda-
tionalist theory of knowledge. If classi-
cal foundationalism fails the test of ra-
tional scrutiny, evidentialism will fall, 
too, which would open the possibility 
that belief in God is rational without 
evidence.

The problems with classical founda-
tionalism, says NRE, are multiple. To 
start with, it would require that people 
hold very, very few beliefs about any-
thing, since very many of our every-
day beliefs fail to meet the classical 
foundationalist standards of rational-
ity. The number of beliefs that classi-
cal foundationalism allows as rational 
is so few that it is quite certain that by 
these standards there has never been a 
rational person. Further, classical foun-
dationalism regards as irrational many 
beliefs that clearly seem to be rational 
to rational people, e.g., that my wife has 
a mind. Finally, classical foundational-
ism fails to meet its own standards, for 
it cannot prove that this limitation to 
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claims to knowledge is itself a properly 
basic belief or is derived from properly 
basic beliefs by means of careful infer-
ence in such a way that would make 
it a properly nonbasic belief. Classi-
cal foundationalism can be said to be 
self-defeating or even self-referentially 
absurd.

In light of the total failure of classical 
foundationalism to give an account of 
knowledge, NRE has proposed an al-
ternative which its adherents call broad 
foundationalism or Reidian founda-
tionalism (in gratitude for ideas learned 
from Thomas Reid). They retain the 
term “foundationalism” because they 
think the distinction between basic and 
nonbasic knowledge is a proper distinc-
tion. However, there are two massive 
differences between classical and Rei-
dian foundationalism. The first is that 
Reidians reject Cartesian doubt (and 
thereby evidentialism) that says “guilty 
until proven innocent” with regard to 
normal knowledge claims. Because they 
think human epistemological equip-
ment works well most of the time, they 
argue for an “innocent until proven 
guilty” stance toward normal knowl-
edge claims. The second major differ-
ence from classical foundationalism is 
that Reidians are convinced that the 
knowledge that is properly basic is very 
wide ranging in scope, much, much 
wider than classical foundationalism al-
lowed. This wide properly basic knowl-
edge includes matters about the physi-
cal world, the existence of the minds 
of other people, and, at least for some 
people, knowing God. This means that 
claims to know or encounter God can 

stand as rationally justified claims with-
out any further evidence or proof.

Since many of the new Reformed 
epistemologists are members of Re-
formed Churches, they like to point 
out that their conclusions sound a lot 
like Calvin, especially when Calvin 
talked about the “divinitatis sensum.” 
Accordingly, many of their quotations 
from Calvin come from the first three 
chapters of the Institutes. (The Re-
formed critics of NRE might point out 
that they rarely mention chapter four of 
Calvin’s Institutes, which talks about 
the smothering and corruption of the 
natural knowledge of God.)

Having taken the starting point for 
their thinking in the rationality of be-
lief in God more than thirty years ago, 
and having also rejected classical foun-
dationalism and evidentialism, some of 
the new Reformed epistemologists are 
now engaged in developing a compre-
hensive theory of knowledge to stand in 
contrast with much western epistemol-
ogy since Descartes. I, for one, am eager 
to see more of their results.

2  The Philosophy of the  
Cosmonomic Idea

John Kok’s Patterns of the Western 
Mind contains an introduction to the 
two major distinctive elements of this 
philosophy: a particular interpretation 
of the history of western thought and 
a highly developed ontology. And the 
two distinctive elements stand in a close 
relationship to each other.
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“A set of resolute commitments and 
assumptions precede the historian’s 
analysis, define his focus, and govern 
his evaluations and judgments. These 
prior assumptions bear ultimately a 
confessional and even religious charac-
ter. … there cannot be an “objective” 
… description of the history of philoso-
phy (or of psychology or of physics.)”7 
By putting statements like this in the 
opening chapters of their books, Kok 
and his colleagues are not only say-
ing that every history of philosophy 
is written in light of the philosophical 
commitments of the historian. They 
are claiming that all learning and edu-
cation in every field of study, whether 
philosophy or mathematics, theology or 
physics, takes place in light of a set of 
commitments and assumptions that a 
person brings to the learning task. Fur-
ther, they will often argue, the commit-
ments and assumptions that a person 
brings to the learning task necessary 
contain a religious dimension because 
everyone makes assumptions about the 
basic religious questions, such as “What 
has always existed? What is our place 
in the universe? What is the solution 
to the world’s problems?” Whether a 
person brings Marxist, Darwinist, or 
Christian faith commitments to their 
learning, religious assumptions always 
shape learning. The Augustian-Ansel-
mian phrase that “faith seeks under-
standing,” they claim, is a description 
of all learning, even if that faith is an 
atheist faith.

Under this framework Kok provides a 
very interesting historical introduction 

to philosophy intended for humani-
ties students in their early years. His 
historical introduction largely follows 
that of the Dutch writers Dirk Vollen-
hoven and J. M. Spier. A few examples 
of his comments on some of the great 
thinkers of the tradition will serve to 
illustrate this model of philosophical 
historiography.

Western thought from Philo through 
Ockham is described as “The Period 
of Synthesis.” The key to grasping this 
era of philosophy, they claim, is to see 
it as an attempt to combine the bibli-
cal message with pagan patterns of 
thought, which attempt necessarily 
had to fail. “The radical antithetical 
nature of the Christian message often 
became infected and contaminated by 
paganism.”8 “There is no lasting unity 
and in the long run both the pagan 
way of putting things and the bibli-
cal insight are distorted. To grasp the 
Good News with bad categories warps 
the gospel and twists the truth.”9 One 
can hardly imagine a Christian thinker 
using stronger terms to reject the bibli-
cal-classical synthesis.

Of St. Augustine, Kok writes, “One 
could say that in his writings two Gods 
appear. On the one hand there is the 
covenanting God of Scripture, the Lord 
and Creator who loves Augustine and 
who is loved by Augustine. … On the 
other hand, there is the neoplatonic 
ONE: a god who is a self-identical, 
uncompounded essence, ‘being’ in the 
absolute sense.”10 The criticism of St. 
Thomas is similar. “The Thomistic 
proofs do not prove the existence of the 
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Father of our Lord, but rather an aris-
totelian god, an unmoved mover. With 
the traditional attributes of simplicity, 
impassibility, immutability, and eter-
nity, his conception of God too often 
sounds more Greek than Christian.”11 
Kok and his friends think the great 
Christian thinkers of the era of synthe-
sis did not sufficiently understand that 
pagan classical philosophy brought a 
pagan faith commitment and ground 
motive with it.

The philosophers of this group not 
only claim that the biblical-classical 
synthesis brought much grief to the 
Christian community by introducing a 
false understanding of God. They also 
claim that the synthesis of biblical faith 
and classical philosophy prepared the 
way for the secularization of western 
thought and culture. Thinkers of this 
group generally think the seculariza-
tion of thought and culture has been 
disastrous in its effects while they also 
applaud the freeing of state, society, and 
education from ecclesiastical control. 
Some seem to hint that an ecclesiasti-
cal society flows from a false synthe-
sis. Their account goes something like 
this:

The Scholastic thought of the Middle 
Ages with its nature/grace conceptual 
framework was a result of the synthe-
sis. Scholasticism divides life into two 
areas, “nature,” which includes society, 
state, philosophy, and reason, and “su-
pernature,” which includes grace, faith, 
church, and theology. The realm of 
nature is then interpreted to be quite 
independent and autonomous from su-

pernature and grace. And then at some 
point in time people began to think 
that “nature” could be governed and 
interpreted by reason alone, without 
reference to the church or the Christian 
faith. And finally people began to think 
of the supernatural realm as unneces-
sary, and secularism is complete. For 
the tiny remnant that continues to cling 
to the Christian message, the nature/
grace conception leaves them with the 
impression that their faith is irrelevant 
to vast areas of daily life; faith and grace 
have nothing to do with life as it is lived 
and interpreted in the realm of nature. 
The philosophers of this group think 
that most Christians in the western 
world, whether Protestant or Catholic, 
misinterpret the Christian faith because 
of an unconscious nature/grace dualism 
inherited from the synthesis period.

If the unity of philosophy from the 
time of Augustine through the Middle 
Ages was that of a synthesis of Christi-
anity and classical thought (with a ba-
sic framework or ground motive of na-
ture and grace), the theme that unifies 
philosophy since the Enlightenment 
is the rejection of the biblical-classical 
synthesis. The new ground motive or 
basic conceptual framework is that of 
nature and freedom. On the one hand 
nature is “conceived as a set of scientifi-
cally discerned laws and processes.”12 
On the other hand there is human 
freedom. The background problem for 
most modern and postmodern thought 
is how to give an account of human 
freedom in a mechanically determined 
world. Obviously this interpretation 
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of the history of philosophy since the 
Enlightenment gives a high priority to 
Kant’s problematic.

Over against the synthesis of Chris-
tianity and classical philosophy in an 
earlier age, and over against the rejec-
tion of this synthesis in the modern 
and postmodern era, Reformational 
philosophers think it is important to 
develop an authentically Christian phi-
losophy. This they attempt to do under 
the heading of laws which they claim 
God gave or gives to the creation, hence 
the name “cosmonomic.” This is their 
distinctive ontology.

“God’s law” is seen as the boundary 
line between God and non-God that 
both keeps God and creation totally 
distinct but also is the primary point of 
connection between God and creation. 
The concept of “law” here is far broader 
than the moral concept of God’s law 
commonly found in Christian thought. 
It is “the totality of God’s ordaining 
acts with respect to the cosmos … con-
tinuously laid down and maintained by 
God for all that is created, in heaven 
and earth.”13 “This structural law … 
includes what we usually refer to as the 
laws of nature, but which are actually 
God-given laws for nature.”14

When the cosmonomic thinkers 
look at the world they see a multi-di-
mensional reality. They claim there are 
roughly fifteen dimensions of created 
reality, which they also call aspects, 
modes, or law-spheres. What distin-
guishes one dimension from another 
is a different type of divine law given 
to govern that dimension of creation. 

Thus numeric (mathematical) laws are 
different from organic (biological) laws, 
and both are different from aesthetic 
laws. Or as Kok says,

If it makes sense to speak of “being-
subject to God in a social way,” then 
it makes just as much sense to speak 
of a God-given law that holds for the 
social dimension of creation. … A 
numeric law holds for that which is 
numeric, a spatial law for that which 
is spatial, a social law (a norm ac-
tually) holds for that which is social, 
and so forth. Each of these laws holds 
from the foundations of the world, 
for they were dictated by the Creator. 
These laws for earthly creatures to-
gether contribute to the structure of 
earthly creation.15

One of the crucial differences be-
tween different types of law spheres is 
that some require a conscious choice 
to follow the relevant laws, whereas in 
other spheres we do not have a choice 
about obeying the relevant law. For ex-
ample, in the kinematic sphere we do 
not have any choice about following 
the law of gravity, whereas in the jural 
sphere, not only choice but also much 
thought and effort will be required to 
follow the sphere law of public justice. 
The conflict between good and evil 
exists exclusively in those law spheres 
in which people must choose between 
obeying or disobeying the relevant law. 
Good and evil are either going the right 
direction or the wrong direction in a 
law sphere or law structure that is itself 
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good and enduring because it was cre-
ated by God.

Many of the problems in academic 
and political life arise from a confu-
sion of the relationship among the law 
spheres. For example, logical antino-
mies normally arise when a law from 
one dimension of creation is used to an-
alyze a different dimension of creation. 
And the many “isms” that come and go 
in academic and political life arise when 
all of creation is interpreted by means of 
a creation law for one dimension of cre-
ation. This absolutizing of the relative 
is only truly overcome by seeing God as 
the creator of all reality who gives dis-
tinct laws for the distinct dimensions of 
reality.

In the social-political arena the cos-
monomic thinkers advocate “sphere 
sovereignty,” a term probably coined 
by Abraham Kuyper. Society is seen 
as made up of several different enti-
ties, such as family, marriage, educa-
tion, church, state, business, etc., each 
of which should be regarded as a dis-
tinct part of creation with distinct, 
God-given laws, tasks, and areas of 
competence. Therefore, each sector 
should be seen as accountable to God 
but sovereign in relation to the other 
spheres. This means not only that the 
state should not be under the church, 
not only that business should not be 
under (run by) the state, but also that 
education (schools) should not be un-
der the state. They advocate a separa-
tion of church and state, a separation of 
business and state, and a separation of 
school and state, because each institu-

tion represents a different dimension 
of creation with a distinct creation law, 
which requires each institution to func-
tion in a different manner. They claim 
that their way of thinking is a healthy 
alternative to the ideological distortion 
of academic and political life seen in the 
various “isms” of the last centuries and 
also a true alternative to any tendencies 
toward totalitarianism. While avoiding 
totalitarianism they claim also to avoid 
undue individualism because they see 
each person as connected with others in 
multiple institutions and communities. 
The social-political application of this 
originally Dutch Calvinist philosophy 
has received considerable interest in the 
US, among Catholics and Protestants, 
both at the popular level and at the up-
per levels of politics and education.16

One has to wonder if some of the ter-
minology of this philosophy might con-
tain a bit of old anti-Catholic sentiment, 
especially the way Catholic thought is 
described as a synthesis with pagan-
ism. This is particularly ironic, given 
the marked similarities between this 
philosophy and the natural law theories 
of Thomas Aquinas and Albertus Mag-
nus.17 In light of the well known affini-
ties between medieval natural law theo-
ries and Stoicism, one can be forgiven 
for wondering if the “cosmonomic” 
philosophy is not a Christianized, rede-
veloped cousin of Stoicism. This would 
suggest that the cosmonomic view of 
the relation between Christianity and 
philosophy needs some further refine-
ment. All their best efforts to the con-
trary, these thinkers have made exten-
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sive use of ideas also found in secular 
philosophy.

3  Reformed  
Transcendentalism

Reformed Transcendental Philoso-
phy, sometimes called “Presupposition-
alism,” is largely the work of Cornelius 
Van Til and his students and followers. 
Its focus is epistemology, and like the 
NRE, it is very conscious of difficul-
ties related to classical natural theology 
and the arguments for the existence of 
God. But the solution proposed is quite 
different. Rather than arguing for the 
proper basicality of belief in God, RT 
agues that the existence of God, as 
well as a suppressed knowledge of the 
existence of God, is the transcenden-
tal condition of any knowledge or any 
communication. In order to stimulate 
thought and discussion Van Til liked 
to scatter ironic one-line provocations 
through his writings, things like “One 
has to be a theist to claim to be an athe-
ist,” and “antitheism presupposes the-
ism.” This echo of Tertullian is worthy 
of investigation.

Van Til thought that modern culture 
has not taken the critique of knowledge 
since Hume and Kant seriously enough. 
Van Til argues that if Kant is right that 
the human mind structures and catego-
rizes sense data so that the human mind 
constructs or legislates knowledge, we 
no longer have any basis for natural sci-
ence, logic, or morality. Our everyday 

experience of the world is rendered in-
coherent, and real communication be-
comes impossible. Van Til’s simplified 
summary of Kant’s critical philosophy 
is that “we always make facts as much 
as we find them.”18 (Van Til was in 
constant dialog with Kant in his vari-
ous books, taking Kant as the key rep-
resentative of Western epistemology.) If 
Kant was right, we really do not know 
anything about the world outside our 
minds. What Kant called “knowledge” 
could better be called skepticism. But 
Van Til did not think it was necessary 
to agree with Kant.

Van Til followed Herman Bavinck19 
who claimed that real knowledge of the 
thing in itself is possible because there 
are correlations among human mental 
categories and structures, the structures 
of created reality outside our minds, and 
human sense perceptions. Because all 
these are created by God, Van Til and 
Bavinck thought that we do have real 
knowledge in science, logic, morality, 
and everyday experience. This makes 
a nonskeptical epistemology a part 
of the Christian doctrine of creation. 
Further, Van Til claimed that human 
knowledge is not really constructed or 
legislated by the human mind, whether 
about nature, logic, morality, or daily 
experience; all knowledge, he claimed, 
is analogical, meaning it is a thinking 
of God’s thoughts after him. So when-
ever anyone knows or communicates 
anything, even if that person is an athe-
ist, it is because God has created that 
person in his image and structured 
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the world so that people can think his 
thoughts after him.

This leads to the transcendental ele-
ment in Van Til’s thought. In Kant’s 
transcendental analysis Kant asked 
what the preconditions are that render 
human experience intelligible, what 
conditions need to be true to make 
sense of our experience of the world. 
And in Kant’s analysis, knowledge that 
is transcendentally ascertained cannot 
be false. This leads to an interesting 
philosophical move on the part of Van 
Til, for he thinks religious certainty is 
to be found on the transcendental level. 
Normal people, he thinks, live with 
certainty of knowledge of the thing in 
itself because on a transcendental level 
they know things they may not be con-
scious of knowing. Transcendentally 
people know they are made in God’s 
image and live in God’s world with 
epistemological equipment designed to 
give real knowledge of this world, even 
while that person might claim to be 
an atheist. This transcendental knowl-
edge, which is often denied or sup-
pressed, is the result of God’s general 
revelation which makes it possible for 
people to have true knowledge, whether 
of natural science, logic, ethics, or any-
thing in ordinary experience. Van Til 
argues that any form of naturalism or 
materialism renders the world and hu-
man experience incoherent, but people 
generally do not act as if human life and 
experience are incoherent because they 
secretly assume what they know tran-
scendentally. In light of this, keeping in 
mind the way Kant argued that tran-

scendental knowledge is totally certain 
in contrast with the vast uncertainties 
of empirical or logical knowledge, Van 
Til thinks he has given an utterly cer-
tain proof, not only of the existence of 
a god but of God as understood by the 
Christian faith.

A central part of Van Til’s philosophy 
is his notion of general or natural revela-
tion. He says, “God speaks His require-
ments through all the facts with which 
man deals. He speaks to men in the 
works of creation and providence. … 
There is no fault in the objective revela-
tion of God to men. … Paul makes bold 
to claim that all men know deep down 
in their hearts that they are creatures of 
God.”20 “As made in the image of God, 
no man can escape becoming the inter-
pretive medium of God’s general revela-
tion both in his intellectual (Romans 
1:20) and in his moral consciousness 
(Romans 2:14,15).”21 But this general 
revelation leads to natural atheology, 
not to natural theology. The reason is 
that people generally suppress or repress 
the general knowledge of God. “They 
keep under the knowledge of God that 
is within them. That is they try as best 
they can to keep under this knowledge 
for fear they should look into the face of 
their judge.”22

This leads to tremendous internal 
contradictions in the life and thought of 
the modern atheist. On the one hand, in 
a good Kantian manner, the modern or 
postmodern atheist thinks that the laws 
of natural science, the laws of logic, and 
the moral law are created by the human 
mind to impose order on otherwise in-
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coherent experience.23 However, athe-
ism means that the human brain is only 
a result of chemical and biological pro-
cesses, which implies that there can be 
no coherent account of thinking which 
uses universals, causal connections, and 
moral prescriptions. So, “Involuntarily 
men think back, with the prodigal, to 
the father’s home.”24 Involuntarily and 
unconsciously people live on the basis 
of what they know about themselves, 
God, and the world via general revela-
tion, using the truths of general revela-
tion to interpret life, while consciously 
and intentionally regarding themselves 
as atheists. Van Til’s transcendental 
epistemology builds on a depth psy-
chology similar to that of Tertullian 
which led to Tertullian’s claim that the 
soul is by nature Christian (Apology). 
Van Til thought this should be central 
to the public presentation of the Chris-
tian faith in a post Kantian culture.

 

Remarks

When the various groups of Dutch 
immigrants moved to North America, 
they brought with them a great love of 
learning. This led to the establishment 
of schools and educational institutions 
of various types, as well as to starting 
publishing houses. Naturally, their Cal-
vinist faith played a central role in this 
love of learning. In this environment 
of faith and learning three major styles 
of philosophical reflection unfolded in 
dialog with each other, as well as in dia-
log with much of the history of western 
thought. This philosophical flourishing 
has long been flowing from the Dutch 
immigrant community into the broader 
North American culture. Theologians 
and philosophers of almost every vari-
ety and orientation are interacting with 
one or another of the Dutch Reformed 
philosophers in North America. Maybe 
some Europeans would like to join these 
stimulating interactions.
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