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Central claim
For people leaving a religious worldview, the demand to “put faith in something else” is a false dilemma. A replacement ideology
supplies a comprehensive package of answers; evidential discipline instead regulates confidence—tracking support, permitting
suspension, and remaining corrigible—while distributed commitments sustain practical life without placing one creed above every
domain. Because this coherent, non-totalizing alternative is available, another ideology may be chosen but is not rationally required; this
result rejects neither evidence-sensitive trust nor non-doxastic religious faith and does not turn evidentialism into a complete morality.
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The target is a supposed requirement to replace one comprehensive certainty with another, not every form of trust, hope, commitment, or religious practice.
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The image contrasts a single totalizing replacement with partial maps, graded confidence, evidence-sensitive trust, uncertainty, and human-sized
commitments. Its use of faith names evidence-resistant allegiance, not every philosophical account of religious faith; the limited conclusion is
that these non-totalizing resources make another creed unnecessary.


https://orcid.org/0009-0009-3725-8682

Faith After Faith — 47

[\e)

Abstract

People who lose confidence in a religious worldview are often told that everyone must place faith in
something and that refusing religion merely transfers faith to science, secularism, or another ideology. That
demand fails. A claim of rational necessity says that no coherent and livable alternative is available; this paper
supplies a counterexample. Evidential discipline—confidence proportioned to support, rational suspension,
and corrigibility—can regulate belief, while limited and revisable commitments can orient practical life. A
semantic fork, the rationality of suspension, the method-versus-worldview distinction, and the adequacy of
distributed orientation jointly show that this configuration need not become another creed. Accounts of faith
as trust, hope, resilient commitment, or action under acknowledged risk also prevent a blanket equation of
religious faith with overbelief. Another totalizing ideology may be chosen, but it is not rationally required.
This conclusion neither makes evidential discipline a complete morality nor decides particular religious
commitments apart from their evidence.

Keywords: evidentialism; faith; suspension of judgment; trust; uncertainty; religious deconversion; epistemic
rationality

1. The Demand That Something Must Replace Faith

When confidence in a religious worldview collapses, the question “What will you put your faith in now?” can
sound profound. It is often emotionally perceptive. A religious tradition may have supplied explanations,
community, ritual, identity, moral language, and hope at once. Losing it can therefore feel less like revising one
belief than losing a whole environment. Yet the question also carries an argument: because people cannot live
without faith, a former believer must transfer faith to science, humanism, politics, or some other comprehensive
object.

That argument is the target here. It is addressed both to people navigating life after religious certainty and
to those who insist that refusing one creed merely hides another. The governing thesis is straightforward: losing
confidence in one total worldview does not rationally require adopting another. Required means that no coherent
and livable alternative exists; one counterexample therefore defeats the universal claim. The counterexample
defended here combines evidential discipline, rational suspension, and distributed practical commitments without
granting any system sovereignty over the whole self.

Three distinctions keep this thesis precise. First, a worldview is a broad package of claims and commitments
about reality, value, identity, and purpose. Second, evidential discipline is not one more such package. It is a rule
governing how strongly to hold claims: confidence should respond to the support one has, and revision should
remain possible. Third, faith has several legitimate philosophical uses. It may name belief, trust, hope, practical
commitment, resilience, or an action-oriented stance under risk. The argument concerns faith only when the
word is used to demand a replacement ideology or to protect confidence from evidential correction.

This narrower target matters. Faith may instead be trusting acceptance under acknowledged risk (McKaughan,
2013), action without further inquiry in some practical settings (Buchak, 2012), or long-term commitment partly
rationalized by hope (Jackson, 2021). The case against required replacement need not dismiss those positions; it
needs only to show that the requirement does not follow.

2. The Equivocation Behind the Replacement Demand

The phrase “everyone has faith in something” moves between two meanings. In the broad meaning, faith includes
any reliance on memory, perception, testimony, other people, or an inherited practice. In the narrow meaning at
issue, it means allegiance or confidence maintained beyond what the agent’s evidence supports. Sliding between
them makes a trivial truth appear to support a controversial conclusion.

The problem can be displayed as a fork:
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1. If faith means any unavoidable reliance, then everyone has faith in something. But this says nothing about
whether anyone must adopt a total ideology or believe beyond evidence.

2. If faith means evidence-resistant confidence or comprehensive allegiance, then not everyone must have it.
Graded confidence, suspension of judgment, and corrigible trust are available alternatives.

3. Therefore the slogan is either too broad to establish replacement or narrow enough to be false.

The replacement dilemma

Either the word faith is stretched to cover every dependence, in which case the claim becomes
harmless but cannot justify a replacement creed; or it retains the demanding sense needed by the
argument, in which case rational suspension supplies a counterexample. The dilemma challenges the
inference, not the character of people who use the slogan.

This semantic point is not a trick. It exposes the missing bridge. From the fact that inquiry cannot begin
without some background commitments, it does not follow that every background commitment is equally insulated
from correction. From the fact that trust is unavoidable, it does not follow that trust and dogma are the same.
From the fact that no one reasons from nowhere, it does not follow that every person reasons inside a closed,
comprehensive ideology. Dependence comes in degrees and kinds; accountability to correction is one of the
differences that matters. The slogan therefore supplies no valid route from unavoidable reliance to a rational
requirement for another creed.

3. Evidential Discipline Is a Method, Not a Substitute Creed

The replacement demand could survive the semantic fork if evidential discipline were another comprehensive
creed under a different name. But evidential discipline governs how confidence responds to reasons; it does not
supply a total worldview’s metaphysical, moral, political, and existential answers. Evidentialism itself remains
contested: Conee and Feldman tie justification strongly to an agent’s evidence (Conee & Feldman, 2004), Haack
offers a different account of evidential inquiry (Haack, 1993), and Pettigrew emphasizes that epistemic risk may
permit more than one rational response (Pettigrew, 2022). The counterexample requires no merger of those
theories.

The minimal discipline needed here contains three norms:

E1. Proportionality. Other things equal, stronger support warrants stronger confidence; desire, fear, or identity
does not by itself transform a claim into knowledge.

E2. Suspension. When the available case does not adequately favor belief or disbelief, withholding judgment is
a rationally significant attitude rather than an intellectual void.

E3. Corrigibility. Confidence and practical reliance should remain answerable to defeaters, better explanations,
and new evidence.

These norms do not specify a complete metaphysics, morality, politics, or theory of meaning. They are
second-order: they govern the management of claims supplied by many first-order inquiries. This category
difference is decisive. Calling evidential discipline a replacement faith because it guides belief is like calling
rules of accounting a replacement business because they guide financial reporting. A method can constrain a
practice without becoming the total object of that practice.

Nor does proportionality require an imaginary precision in which every proposition receives one exact
numerical credence. Evidence is incomplete, agents disagree about priors and explanatory virtues, and rationality
may be permissive. The disciplined claim is directional and comparative: when the evidential situation materially
improves, confidence may properly rise; when central support collapses or undefeated counterevidence grows,
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confidence should not remain fixed merely because identity demands it. That modest rule is enough to distinguish
inquiry from evidence-resistant allegiance.

Suspension is especially important. It is often described as absence, but philosophical work treats it as a
genuine doxastic attitude with its own role in inquiry (Friedman, 2013). “I do not know” can register an open
question, identify what evidence is missing, and prevent premature closure. It is not a promise never to decide.
It is the refusal to pretend that the inquiry is already settled. Together, these norms perform the belief-regulating
half of the needed alternative without pretending to supply a whole life.

4. Trust, Faith, and Commitment Are Not One Thing

The replacement argument becomes more plausible when every form of commitment is forced into a choice
between certainty and paralysis. That is a false choice. Confidence, trust, hope, acceptance, action, and
allegiance can come apart.

Evidence-sensitive trust is a familiar case. We rely on friends, testimony, perception, memory, instruments,
and institutions because practical life cannot restart from first principles each morning. Such trust is neither
infallible nor blind. It can be grounded in a track record, limited to a domain, monitored for warning signs, and
revised after failure. Calling that reliance faith is linguistically possible, but it erases the contrast the replacement
argument needs.

The same care is due to religious faith. McKaughan distinguishes belief-centered faith from trust- and hope-
centered forms that can acknowledge risk and doubt (McKaughan, 2013). Buchak argues that faith can concern
acting on a proposition and ending further evidence-gathering under practical conditions, without requiring a
credence higher than the evidence supports (Buchak, 2012). Jackson shows how belief, faith, and hope may each
help rationalize long-term action (Jackson, 2021). Palmgqvist, while sympathetic to non-doxastic faith, argues
that such accounts still face requirements of epistemic rationality and careful relations among faith, trust, hope,
and inquiry (Palmqvist, 2022). These disagreements show why a blanket equation of faith with irrational belief
would be careless.

They also strengthen the present thesis. If some forms of faith are compatible with agnosticism or evidence-
sensitive inquiry, then a person need not choose between installing another dogma and abandoning every posture
called faith. More importantly, the rational availability of those postures does not make any of them compulsory.
A former believer may retain hope, ritual, trust, or exploratory religious practice; another may not. Neither is
rationally required to convert uncertainty into a new total ideology.

William James’s classic defense of passional belief similarly does not yield a universal replacement rule.
James focused on options that are live, forced, and momentous, where waiting can itself lose a possible good
(James, 1896). Many metaphysical questions are momentous, but they are not automatically forced between two
exhaustive creeds. One can continue inquiry, act on provisional practical reasons, and distinguish hope from
belief. James identifies conditions under which commitment might be permitted; permission to commit in some
cases does not establish a duty to adopt a comprehensive replacement in every case.

5. Practical Orientation Without a Sovereign Ideology

A creed can be epistemically rejected while its former functions still matter. Community, ritual, identity, ethical
formation, grief practices, and a sense of direction do not vanish simply because their old metaphysical explanation
is doubted. The mistake is to assume that these functions must again be bundled under one supreme authority.

They can instead be distributed. Friendship and voluntary association can answer some needs for community.
Art, ceremony, memory, and shared mourning can answer some ritual needs. Ethical reflection, empathy, law,
and public criticism can help orient conduct. Science can address empirical explanation without pretending to be
a complete source of value. None of these sources is perfect, and none needs to govern every domain. Together



Faith After Faith — 47 d

they supply the practical half of the non-totalizing alternative.

Table 1 makes the structural contrast explicit. It does not claim that distributed sources are always superior.
It shows why a single replacement creed is not necessary for practical orientation.

Table 1: Three ways of organizing life after religious certainty. The comparison concerns correction and scope,
not the truth of every first-order commitment.

Feature Replacement ideology Evidential discipline Distributed orientation
Primary role Supplies a comprehensive Regulates confidence, Supplies community, value,
answer package. suspension, and revision. practice, and motivation
through several limited
sources.
Scope Seeks authority across many  Constrains belief Assigns different functions to
domains. management but leaves different relationships and
first-order content open. practices.
Response to failure May protect the package to Lowers confidence or Revises or replaces one
preserve identity. reopens inquiry when central ~ source without making the
support fails. whole life collapse.
Main risk A single error can capture Standards of evidence can Fragmentation, conflict
many domains at once. themselves be disputed or among commitments, and
misapplied. lack of a simple narrative.

The distributed model is not value-free. Choosing compassion, justice, honesty, or inquiry involves substantive
judgments. The claim is only that such commitments can be serious without being treated as infallible revelations
or propositions known with metaphysical certainty. Commitment is something people do under finite conditions.
Its human worth does not rise in direct proportion to the confidence with which its cosmic guarantee is asserted.

This point also respects grief. The collapse of a total framework can be destabilizing, and neat philosophical
distinctions do not instantly rebuild community or identity. But emotional need cannot by itself supply missing
evidence. A humane response should take the need seriously without telling the grieving person that intellectual
integrity requires a new certainty. Sometimes the honest next step is a smaller practice, a provisional community,
or a question kept open. Practical loss is real, but it does not create a rational inference to another creed.

6. The Cumulative Case Against Required Replacement

No single strand must carry the whole conclusion. Four strands converge, and each closes a different route by
which replacement might be declared necessary:

1. Semantic strand. The slogan equivocates between unavoidable reliance and evidence-resistant allegiance.
The broad reading is trivial; the narrow reading admits counterexamples.

2. Normative strand. Suspension of judgment is a rational option when support is insufficient. The choice is
not exhausted by believing one creed or another.

3. Category strand. Evidential discipline is a rule for managing confidence, not a first-order package of
answers. Regulative similarity does not make it the same kind of thing as a total ideology.

4. Practical strand. Orientation can be distributed across corrigible relationships and practices. No single
metaphysical system must perform every explanatory, moral, communal, and ritual function.

Together these strands establish a strong but defeasible conclusion: replacement may be chosen, but it is
not rationally required. They block the equivocation, supply an epistemic alternative, distinguish that alternative
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from a creed, and show how it can be lived. That coherent counterexample defeats the universal necessity claim
without pretending that every replacement worldview is false.

The conclusion has limits. It does not show that no comprehensive worldview is true. It does not prove that
all instances of religious faith exceed evidence. It does not settle the strongest version of evidentialism, determine
exact rational credences, or derive moral values from epistemic rules. It shows that losing one worldview creates
no inference by vacuum: the mere absence of an old certainty is not evidence for a new one.

7. Objections and Replies

Each objection tries to restore necessity by denying that evidential discipline is non-ideological, that action
without certainty is possible, or that distributed commitments can orient a coherent life.

7.1 “Evidentialism is itself a faith commitment”

Any norm can be questioned, including a norm about evidence. But calling a norm faith does not erase distinctions
in scope and correction. The minimal norms defended here invite criticism about what counts as evidence, how
disagreement should affect confidence, and how epistemic risk matters. They do not demand immunity from
such criticism. A rule that exposes its application to revision is importantly different from a total ideology that
treats revision as betrayal.

The relevant challenge is therefore not whether evidential discipline has assumptions. It is whether those
assumptions are defended, revisable, and proportionate to their role. Universal freedom from assumptions is
impossible; universal equivalence among assumptions does not follow.

7.2 “Without certainty, action becomes impossible”

Ordinary action rarely waits for certainty. People use probabilities, thresholds, precaution, reversibility, and
the costs of delay. An emergency can justify action on incomplete evidence without upgrading the supporting
proposition to certainty. A long-term commitment can be rational because of its value and structure even while
the future remains uncertain (Jackson, 2021). What practical reason licenses an agent to do and what epistemic
reason licenses an agent to believe are related but not identical.

The distinction protects action from paralysis and belief from inflation. One may decide under uncertainty
while continuing to say, accurately, that the underlying question is unsettled.

7.3 “Clifford’s rule is too strict for real life”’

Clifford’s warning about belief on insufficient evidence remains influential, especially because private credulity
can have public effects (Clifford, 1877). Yet the present case does not need his strongest universal formulation.
It allows pragmatic action, ordinary trust, rational permissiveness, and acknowledged risk. Its narrower demand
is that comfort or identity alone should not be presented as evidential support, and that counterevidence should
be able to matter.

7.4 “A person still needs one coherent story”

Coherence is valuable, but totalization is not its only form. A life can be organized by several commitments that
constrain one another: care for persons limits political loyalty; evidence limits explanatory confidence; fallibility
limits institutional authority; and practical experience corrects abstraction. This structure is less tidy than one
master narrative. Its untidiness can be a safeguard because no single error automatically receives jurisdiction
over everything else.
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7.5 “‘Suspension merely hides a secular worldview”

Suspension is proposition-specific. A person may suspend judgment about ultimate reality while holding well-
supported beliefs about medicine, history, or a friend’s reliability. They may also hold substantive but revisable
ethical commitments. Labeling the entire pattern secularism does not show that it is a covert creed, still less that
its claims are held beyond evidence. If worldview means any collection of attitudes whatsoever, the relabeling
is trivially true but cannot establish a replacement ideology; if it means one sovereign package insulated from
piecemeal correction, the distributed pattern is not one. The relevant question is how each claim is supported and
revised, not which broad identity label can be attached to the person.

8. Conclusion

The demand for replacement faith mistakes a psychological transition for a rational inference. Needs for com-
munity, purpose, ritual, and hope do not establish that another comprehensive ideology is true or required. The
replacement slogan equivocates; suspension supplies a rational alternative; evidential discipline differs from a
creed; and orientation can be distributed across human-sized commitments. Together these points provide the
coherent, livable counterexample that a universal necessity claim cannot survive.

The principal boundary should remain equally visible. This argument does not condemn every religious faith,
eliminate trust, or turn evidentialism into a complete philosophy of life. Strong accounts of faith as hope, trust,
or acknowledged-risk commitment deserve assessment on their own terms. Particular worldviews may also be
supported by particular evidence. The point is that no belief earns support merely because a previous framework
left a vacancy.

The reader-facing change is modest but consequential: stop asking which sovereign certainty must take over,
and ask instead what each claim warrants, what may properly remain open, and which commitments can survive
correction. “I do not know” is not a destination for every question. It is an honest place from which inquiry and
life can continue.

A. Formal Reconstruction of the Central Thesis

The central argument is a counterexample to a claimed requirement:

P1. If rational life after losing a religious worldview requires a replacement ideology, then no non-totalizing
configuration can both regulate belief and sustain practical orientation.

P2. The configuration considered here combines evidential discipline with distributed, revisable commitments
and grants no comprehensive doctrine sovereignty over every domain.

P3. Within that configuration, evidential discipline can regulate belief without supplying first-order answers,
while distributed commitments can sustain practical orientation without making any institution, text, or
metaphysical system sovereign.

P4. Therefore a non-totalizing configuration can both regulate belief and sustain practical orientation.

C. Hence rational life after losing a religious worldview does not require a replacement ideology.

Validity. P1 states what necessity would exclude; P2-P3 describe one non-totalizing configuration and its
functions; P4 asserts the counterexample. P1 and P4 entail C. Replacement is not required, though a replacement
worldview may still be true.

Support for the premises. P2 is classificatory: the configuration has no sovereign first-order doctrine. P3 joins
the method-worldview distinction, suspension as a genuine epistemic option, and the practical separability of
communal, moral, explanatory, and ritual functions. Practical adequacy remains defeasible; validity does not
make these premises immune to criticism.
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