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Central claim
Christian apologetics earns science-adjacent public authority only where its claims accept evidential liabilities comparable to those that make public
inquiry correctable: advance loss conditions, outsider-checkable reasons, symmetric updating, and costly revision. When favorable outcomes receive
evidential credit while unfavorable outcomes are privatized, redescribed, or neutralized, scientific vocabulary does not close the accountability gap and
public warrant should be withheld to that extent. This does not show that Christianity is false, that all apologetics behaves alike, or that private religious
experience lacks personal significance.
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The diagram contrasts the liabilities of public inquiry with mechanisms that can preserve apologetic commitments. It depicts the paper’s
governing comparison, not a verdict that all theology or every apologist follows the protected route.
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Abstract

Much current Christian apologetics presents Christian belief as evidence-sensitive, historically grounded,
philosophically disciplined, and continuous with responsible public inquiry. This paper argues that the relevant
test is not whether apologetic discourse contains arguments or borrows scientific vocabulary, but whether its
claims accept the liabilities that make public inquiry correctable. I develop a four-part accountability test:
prospective vulnerability to evidential loss, reasons accessible to outside criticism, symmetric treatment
of favorable and unfavorable evidence, and willingness to revise core confidence at real cost. Reformed
epistemology can support personal rational permission without by itself establishing public comparative
warrant; Bayesian and worldview language constrains inquiry only when priors, likelihoods, alternatives, and
loss conditions are made answerable; and religious disagreement plus motivated reasoning increase the need
for correction mechanisms rather than licensing a diagnosis of believers. Across these domains, a recurring
credit-liability gap appears when favorable outcomes confirm while unfavorable outcomes are redescribed,
privatized, or neutralized. The result is conditional: where Christian apologetics seeks science-adjacent
authority but declines comparable liabilities, its public warrant is lower than its rhetoric suggests. The
argument neither proves Christianity false nor denies the personal, symbolic, or communal significance of
religious life.

Keywords: Christian apologetics; public warrant; rigor envy; Reformed epistemology; Bayesian reasoning;
religious disagreement; motivated reasoning

1. The Claim Under Examination

Much current Christian apologetic rhetoric is deliberately evidence-facing. Many sophisticated defenders do
not present faith as a leap that should be admired precisely because evidence runs out. Christianity is instead
described as a rational worldview, a cumulative inference, a historically grounded explanation, or a properly
warranted way of knowing. Apologetic arguments invoke explanatory scope, prior probability, historical method,
inference to the best explanation, epistemic entitlement, and sometimes the language of scientific paradigms. The
intended conclusion is not merely that Christian practice is meaningful to its participants. It is that Christian
claims deserve standing as responsible public cognition.

That conclusion may be true of particular claims or practices. The difficulty is that the language of rigor
can be detached from the burdens that give rigor its value. A discourse may contain arguments without
making its central commitments vulnerable to those arguments. It may cite evidence while leaving unclear what
contrary evidence would lower confidence. It may call a framework Bayesian while leaving priors, likelihoods,
dependence assumptions, and rivals unconstrained. It may celebrate testimony and experience as confirming
while reclassifying conflict, silence, and failed expectations as spiritually unsurprising. The surface can resemble
disciplined inquiry while the underlying loss conditions remain materially different.

I call this pattern rigor envy. The phrase does not name a hidden motive in every apologist, and it is not a
synonym for dishonesty. It names a public structure: seeking the authority associated with rigorous inquiry by
adopting its vocabulary, markers, and analogies while accepting fewer of its liabilities. Thomas Gieryn’s account
of boundary-work helps explain why such vocabulary matters. The label science, and proximity to it, functions as
a public credential as well as a description of activity (Gieryn, 1983). Research on scientists’ treatment of religion
likewise shows that perceived compatibility, flexibility, and boundary maintenance can change the legitimacy
granted to religious discourse (Sorrell & Ecklund, 2019). The social incentive to appear science-compatible
therefore exists even when nobody consciously plans a rhetorical disguise.

The target must be kept narrow. Theism denotes the general position that at least one deity exists. A God-
concept is a specified conception of a deity, including attributed powers, knowledge, moral character, intentions,
and mode of action. Christian traditions contain multiple God-concepts and multiple approaches to reason. This
paper does not assess every form of theology, liturgy, spiritual practice, or Christian scholarship. It assesses
apologetic discourse to the extent that it offers public explanations of history, causation, revelation, or reality and
seeks authority by comparison with evidence-disciplined inquiry.
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The comparison is also not a search for one magic boundary around science. Larry Laudan’s influential
criticism of universal demarcation criteria showed why a single rule such as falsifiability cannot sort every well-
grounded claim from every poorly grounded one (Laudan, 1983). Sven Ove Hansson’s multicriterial treatment
similarly distinguishes non-science from pseudoscience and focuses attention on reliable fact-finding rather than
a crude science-or-nonsense binary (Hansson, 2025). My claim is accordingly comparative and conditional.
When apologetics seeks the authority of public inquiry, ask whether it accepts liabilities that make error publicly
discoverable and consequential. If it does, credit it. If it does not, the borrowed vocabulary cannot supply the
missing warrant.

Credit-Liability Principle

A consideration may earn public evidential credit only if the same evidential rule specifies a corre-
sponding possibility of loss. A method that treats favorable outcomes as confirmation while ensuring
that unfavorable outcomes cannot reduce confidence has claimed the benefit of evidence without
accepting its liability.

2. What Public Accountability Requires

A public way of knowing is not defined by certainty, emotional detachment, laboratory equipment, or the mere
presence of reasons. Conspiracy communities have reasons. Political ideologies have reasons. Bad scientific
programs have reasons. What matters is whether the surrounding practice is arranged so that errors can acquire
pressure, survive criticism, and force more than verbal adjustment.

This is an institutional point as much as an individual one. Robert Merton’s account of organized skepticism
and Helen Longino’s social account of objectivity emphasize practices of challenge, uptake, and correction rather
than a fantasy of perfectly neutral inquirers (Longino, 1990; Merton, 1973). Scientists are biased, institutions are
unequal, and revision is often slow. The achievement is not purity. It is a set of imperfect arrangements through
which criticism can become costly to a favored claim even when its defenders would prefer otherwise.

Four liabilities are especially relevant to public apologetic claims.

2.1 Prospective vulnerability

A claim must expose some confidence to loss before the result is known. This is broader than the demand that
one decisive experiment could refute it. Historical explanations, large theories, and probabilistic claims are rarely
defeated by a single observation. Yet they can still identify evidence that would be less expected if the claim
were true, rival accounts that could outperform it, or patterns that should lead responsible advocates to reduce
confidence. Without such advance conditions, every result can be accommodated after the fact.

Prospective vulnerability prevents a simple accounting trick. Suppose answered prayer, moral transformation,
or historical fit is allowed to support a Christian claim. What corresponding pattern would count against it? If
silence can always be wise refusal, suffering can always serve an unknown good, ambiguity can always preserve
freedom, and religious diversity can always be blamed on human distortion, then positive events have been
entered in the credit column while the liability column has been erased. The problem is not that any one reply is
impossible. It is that the system may lack a rule for cumulative loss.

2.2 Outsider-accessible criticism

Public claims need not rest only on observations available to everyone at the same moment. Science depends
on expert testimony, history depends on documents, and ordinary life depends on trust. But outsiders must in
principle be able to inspect the grounds, challenge the inference, and understand what would count as correction.
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A private experience can justify attention or personal confidence without automatically carrying the same weight
in a public comparison among rival explanations.

This distinction protects both sides. It does not declare private experience worthless. It prevents the subject’s
access from being converted without argument into authority over people who do not share the experience.
Public warrant rises when reports are independently constrained, when alternative explanations are considered
by common standards, and when disagreement changes the confidence assigned to the claim.

2.3 Symmetric updating

The same rule should govern evidence that favors and evidence that threatens the claim. Symmetry does not
mean that every favorable and unfavorable datum receives equal weight. Evidence differs in quality. It means
that a type of consideration cannot be accepted as straightforward support when favorable and then dismissed as
irrelevant merely because its direction changes.

If testimony is reliable enough to establish a favored miracle, rival testimony cannot be rejected solely because
it belongs to another tradition. If moral intuition confirms perfect goodness when it aligns with doctrine, moral
revulsion cannot be declared categorically incompetent only when it conflicts. If apparent providential fit confirms
agency, apparent absence should at least create some pressure unless an independently motivated account predicts
the asymmetry.

2.4 Costly revision

Finally, evidence must be able to change more than wording. A discourse can appear responsive while shifting
interpretation, moving a claim from public to private, or adding auxiliary possibilities that leave core confidence
untouched. Responsible inquiry sometimes revises a peripheral assumption, and core commitments need not be
abandoned at the first anomaly. But a public framework should identify circumstances under which confidence
in central claims would fall, a favored explanation would be demoted, or inquiry would stop advertising a result
as confirmed.

Table 1 summarizes the four liabilities and the authority they can earn.

Liability Question asked in advance Failure mode Public value earned
Prospective What finding, pattern, or rival ~ Every result is accommodated The claim risks a
vulnerability success would lower after it arrives. distinguishable loss rather

confidence? than merely fitting events.
Outsider-accessible Can nonadherents inspect the ~ Private access is converted Reasons can travel across
criticism grounds and recognize into public authority without =~ communities and survive
correction? a bridge. hostile review.
Symmetric updating Would the same evidential Favorable cases confirm Evidential bookkeeping is not
rule apply if the result pointed ~ while unfavorable cases controlled by the desired
the other way? become irrelevant. conclusion.
Costly revision What belief, confidence, Language shifts while the Error has consequences large
explanation, or practice protected commitment retains  enough to discipline inquiry.
would actually change? its status.

Table 1: Four liabilities of public evidential authority. No single row is a universal demarcation rule.

These liabilities apply beyond religion. A naturalistic theory, political ideology, psychoanalytic system, or
scientific program can fail the same test. The point of comparison is not institutional prestige but correction
structure. That symmetry is essential: the critique would refute itself if it granted naturalistic commitments
automatic immunity while demanding risk only from Christian ones.
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3. Rigor Envy and Legitimacy Borrowing

Why emphasize rhetoric at all? Because public authority is carried partly by recognizable markers. Words such
as evidence, model, Bayesian, historical method, and inference to the best explanation tell an audience what kind
of seriousness to expect. Such terms can clarify real constraints. They can also function as honorifics: verbal
badges whose prestige survives even when the constraints are absent.

Boundary-work makes this possibility visible. Gieryn does not argue that the boundary of science is arbitrary;
he argues that drawing it also secures credibility, autonomy, and resources (Gieryn, 1983). Sorrell and Ecklund
show a related process in interviews with British scientists: religion could gain legitimacy when understood
as adaptable and nonconflicting, while claims that crossed tightly defended scientific boundaries were treated
differently (Sorrell & Ecklund, 2019). Apologetic discourse therefore has reason to emphasize continuity with
respected inquiry and to redescribe traditional commitments in science-adjacent terms.

None of this makes the language illegitimate by itself. A worldview comparison can be careful. Historical
argument can state common standards. Bayesian reasoning can expose assumptions. Reformed epistemology
can clarify the difference between inferential evidence and other accounts of warrant. Rigor envy begins only
when the prestige of these forms is claimed without their disciplinary cost.

Consider three common moves. First, doctrine becomes a model even though the permitted outputs are not
specified. Second, a collection of considerations becomes a cumulative case even though dependence among
the considerations and evidence against the conclusion are not entered in the total. Third, a favored explanation
becomes Bayesian even though no constrained comparison tells readers why the evidence is more expected on
that view than on its rivals. In each case, the vocabulary gestures toward accountability while leaving the decisive
work to background commitment.

The danger is not unique to popular writing. Technical language can reduce clarity in academic philosophy
when it packages disputed assumptions rather than constraining them. A useful test is simple: after the formal
term is removed, what changed in the evidential burden? If nothing did, the term may be decorative. If the term
forces the writer to disclose alternatives, dependencies, loss conditions, or a confidence change, it is earning its
place.

4. Reformed Epistemology: Permission Is Not Public Parity

Reformed epistemology is the strongest place to test the argument because it is philosophically serious and easily
caricatured. Alvin Plantinga’s project is not the claim that any sincere belief is true or that Christian belief is
laboratory science. It is a challenge to the assumption that religious belief must be inferred from propositional
evidence before it can be rational or warranted. On the Aquinas/Calvin model, a sensus divinitatis can produce
theistic belief in suitable circumstances; if theism is true and the cognitive process functions properly, such belief
can possess warrant without being inferred from an argument (Plantinga, 2000). Contemporary presentations
continue to treat independent confirmation, disagreement, and rival allegedly basic beliefs as central objections
rather than ignoring them (Bergmann, 2023).

The appropriate criticism is therefore not that Plantinga failed to make religious cognition look like public
science. That was not his narrow task. The important distinction is between personal epistemic permission
and public comparative warrant. A model may show how a belief could be rationally held from the subject’s
perspective or even warranted if its theological background is true. It does not thereby show that outsiders should
assign the belief the same public standing as perceptual reports embedded in shared correction practices.

The analogy with perception reveals the gap. Perception is not infallible, and much of what we perceive
depends on background theory and learned competence. Yet perceptual reports are often cross-checkable. Others
can inspect the scene, instruments can extend observation, repeated errors can reveal unreliability, and rival
causal explanations can be tested. Jeremy Koons argues that the perceptual analogy also understates how prior
theoretical beliefs help justify perceptual and memorial trust, complicating the claim that the religious deliverance
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is properly basic in the same way (Koons, 2011). Whether or not that objection succeeds in full, it identifies a
public difference: the proposed religious faculty has less determinate calibration across subjects and traditions.

Cognitive science of religion does not settle the question. Kelly James Clark and Justin Barrett explore how
ordinary cognitive tendencies toward agency and religious interpretation might support a Reidian approach (Clark
& Barrett, 2011). But a natural tendency can explain the production of a belief without establishing its reliability
regarding one doctrinally rich object. Cross-cultural variation sharpens that issue. A general propensity toward
agency attribution does not by itself discriminate among Christian, non-Christian, deistic, ancestral, or other
interpretations.

The credit-liability test produces a fair conclusion. A believer may have prima facie personal reason grounded
in experience, testimony, or noninferential seeming. Public authority requires an additional bridge: a way to
compare the reliability of the claimed source, identify defeaters, and explain divergent deliverances without
automatically treating the home tradition as the calibrated one. Reformed epistemology can make room for
warrant, but its conditional model cannot be converted without further work into parity with public evidential
practices.

This distinction also blocks an overreach in the opposite direction. Failure to establish public parity does not
prove irrationality or falsity. Martin Smith’s survey of religious epistemology documents both the turn away from
evidentialism and renewed evidential approaches (Smith, 2014). The live philosophical dispute is precisely why
the result should remain calibrated: personal permission may survive where public comparative confirmation has
not been earned.

Permission—Parity Distinction

A model showing how Christian belief could be warranted if its theological account of cognition
is true can answer a de jure charge of automatic irrationality. It does not, without independent
calibration and shared defeater rules, require outsiders to treat that model as publicly confirmed or
on a par with ordinary cross-checkable perception.

5. Formal Dress: Bayes, Worldviews, and Explanatory Scope

The second route to science-adjacent authority is formal or quasi-formal explanation. Christianity is presented
as a worldview with greater scope, coherence, moral fit, historical power, or explanatory depth than its rivals.
In some versions, evidence raises the probability of Christian theism; in others, a cumulative case makes it the
best explanation. These are legitimate forms of reasoning. Their use becomes rebranding only when the formal
language conceals rather than disciplines the assumptions doing the work.

Bayesian reasoning is especially revealing. In ordinary language, evidence favors one hypothesis over another
when the evidence is more expected on the first, once relevant background information is held fixed. The
comparison therefore requires at least four disclosures: which hypotheses are being compared, what background
commitments are already assumed, how expected the evidence is under each rival, and which items of evidence
are independent rather than repeated consequences of the same cause. Without those constraints, saying that an
observation “raises the probability”” can amount to little more than reporting that it feels congenial to the favored
view.

The prior matters, but not because priors must be objectively unique. Different rational agents can begin with
different background beliefs. The problem arises when a prior is treated as flexible enough to admit Christian
belief, privileged enough to resist public criticism, and then invisible when posterior confidence is advertised
as evidence-led. A public Bayesian argument need not assign exact numbers. It does need to reveal which
assumptions drive the comparison and what evidence would move the result in the other direction.

Worldview comparison faces a parallel difficulty. Moral awareness, consciousness, cosmic order, religious
experience, and historical testimony may all be data in a broad sense. Yet a list of things a worldview can describe
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is not a demonstration that the worldview explains them better. Explanatory credit depends on alternatives
and constraints. Does the Christian account make a more specific pattern expected? Is the divine intention
independently characterized, or reconstructed from the very outcome it is invoked to explain? Does one theological
commitment generate several strands, making them dependent, or do the strands provide genuinely independent
support? What observation would favor a rival?

The cumulative case is strongest when it answers those questions. It becomes weak when every attractive
feature counts separately for the home view while costs, failed expectations, and cross-tradition symmetry are
excluded. A system with great answer coverage may simply be flexible. If a deity’s intentions can be fitted to
any morally mixed world, any distribution of revelation, and any degree of religious ambiguity, the breadth of
accommodation is not automatically explanatory success.

Formal vocabulary earns rigor only by restricting the moves available after evidence arrives. A model is
useful when it says what it cannot fit. A likelihood comparison is useful when it makes one record more expected
than another. A cumulative case is useful when it tracks dependence and negative evidence. When these liabilities
are absent, the formal dress provides reputational benefit without equivalent evidential discipline.

6. Asymmetric Updating and the Self-Validating Loop

The credit-liability gap becomes most visible in update rules. Maarten Boudry and Johan Braeckman analyze
self-validating belief systems whose explanations turn apparent counterevidence into support or render criticism
diagnostically suspect (Boudry & Braeckman, 2012). Their framework is not limited to religion. Political,
conspiratorial, therapeutic, and ideological systems can all become self-sealing. The relevant question is whether
a belief system contains mechanisms that make adverse evidence less able to count precisely because it is adverse.

Christian apologetics has familiar resources for such absorption. An answered prayer can be providence;
an unanswered prayer can be a wiser refusal. Clarity can reveal benevolent disclosure; ambiguity can preserve
freedom. Flourishing can display blessing; suffering can produce soul-making. Agreement can be the work of a
truthful spirit; disagreement can result from sin, cultural distortion, spiritual resistance, or finite understanding.
Each response may be coherent in a particular case. The problem appears when the response set is jointly
exhaustive while only one side of each pair receives evidential credit.

Table 2 makes the bookkeeping explicit. It does not declare every listed positive consideration evidentially
worthless. It asks for the matching liability that must exist if the positive consideration is to function as public
confirmation.

The distinction between compatibility and confirmation does most of the work. An unknown reason may
show that suffering is logically compatible with a perfectly good God-concept. Compatibility can defeat a simple
contradiction. It does not by itself make the observed suffering more likely on that conception than on a rival.
Likewise, a reinterpretation may preserve a doctrine from immediate defeat without turning the anomaly into
evidence for the doctrine.

This is not a demand for instant abandonment. Scientific frameworks also protect core commitments while
revising auxiliaries; early anomalies can reflect bad instruments, missing background conditions, or an incomplete
model. Laudan’s criticism of simple demarcation and Hansson’s multicriterial account both warn against equating
science with one mechanical rule (Hansson, 2025; Laudan, 1983). The relevant comparison is cumulative: Do
adjustments gain independent support, create new constraints, and expose the framework to future loss, or do
they mainly expand what the framework can accommodate?

The word mainly matters. Theology can produce risky historical, textual, or empirical commitments. Scien-
tific fields can become defensive, politicized, or degenerating. A Christian defense that states advance conditions
and accepts symmetrical losses should pass the relevant part of the test. Rigor envy is not an essence possessed
by a field. It is a relation between claimed authority and accepted liability in a particular argumentative practice.
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Claimed credit

Corresponding liability

Protective redescription

What symmetry requires

Favorable petitionary

outcome

Providential fit

Religious experience

Historical testimony

Moral or existential fruit

Persistent, well-specified
failure should lower the
relevant efficacy claim.

Severe or systematic
mismatch should count
against the proposed
intention.

Rival and conflicting
experiences should affect
confidence in doctrinal
specificity.

Weak transmission,
dependence, and rival
explanations should reduce
confidence.

Comparable fruit in rival
traditions should reduce
diagnostic force.

Refusal, delay, or silence is
redescribed as a better
answer.

Unknown reasons preserve
compatibility with any
observed distribution.

Home experiences are
veridical; rivals are error,

distortion, or partial access.

Ordinary historical caution
is relaxed for the favored
event or recast as hostile
bias.

Home fruit confirms; rival

fruit is common grace,
imitation, or irrelevance.

State in advance which
pattern distinguishes
intervention from ordinary
variation.

Separate blocking a
contradiction from positively
confirming a specified
purpose.

Apply the same reliability
and defeater standards
across traditions.

Use common source
criticism and compare live
explanations at matched
detail.

Ask whether the outcome
discriminates rather than
merely accompanies

commitment.

Table 2: An evidential credit-liability ledger. The examples diagnose update structure, not the sincerity of
persons.

7. Motivated Reasoning and Religious Disagreement

Psychological bias cannot bear the whole critique. Christians are not uniquely motivated reasoners, and discov-
ering a belief’s cause does not by itself refute its content. Ziva Kunda’s classic review explains how motivation
can influence the strategies used to construct and evaluate conclusions while remaining constrained by what a
person can make seem reasonable (Kunda, 1990). Hugo Mercier and Dan Sperber argue that reasoning often
functions in argumentative settings, making people skilled at finding support for positions they are prepared
to defend (Mercier & Sperber, 2011). Paul Klaczynski’s study found theory-congruent and theory-incongruent
evidence evaluated differently, including in a religious condition (Klaczynski, 2000). These findings describe
human vulnerability, not a religious pathology.

Their relevance is institutional. If motivated reasoning is widespread, sincerity and sophistication cannot
guarantee correction. A clever advocate may be especially capable of producing local replies that protect an
identity-laden conclusion. The rational response is not to diagnose opponents from afar. It is to build procedures
in which hostile criticism, common standards, and prospective commitments can impose costs that private
motivation would otherwise avoid.

Religious disagreement provides a related test. Helen De Cruz argues that the beliefs of others can constitute
significant higher-order evidence—evidence about one’s position as an evaluator—without requiring universal
agnosticism (De Cruz, 2018). Katherine Dormandy likewise treats disagreement as an opportunity for epis-
temic improvement rather than only a threat (Dormandy, 2023). James Kraft argues that externalist religious
epistemology does not easily escape the problem of peer disagreement (Kraft, 2007).

The force of disagreement is not that incompatible convictions are all equally true. Nor must every person
assign every interlocutor exact peer status. The pressure is comparative. When reflective, informed people
in multiple traditions report confidence grounded in experience, testimony, community, and alleged spiritual
cognition, the home tradition cannot simply cite those sources as self-authenticating and then dismiss structurally
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similar rival sources. A public account needs a non-question-begging way to explain why one process is better
calibrated.

There are legitimate possibilities. Traditions may differ in evidence quality, coherence, transmission, or
predictive success. A defender may show that a rival experience has a better natural explanation or that a
historical claim rests on weaker sources. But the standards must be portable. If testimony, transformation, inner
assurance, or cumulative fit carries weight for one tradition, comparable instances elsewhere belong in the ledger.
Persistent symmetry should lower doctrinal specificity unless additional discriminating evidence breaks it.

Disagreement therefore strengthens the case for public liabilities. It does not prove that the home belief
is false. It makes uncorrected confidence more expensive. A practice that welcomes disagreement only as an
occasion to display defensive ingenuity is performing inquiry without allowing inquiry to perform its corrective
function.

8. The Strongest Objections

8.1 Science is neither pure nor uniformly self-correcting

This objection is correct. Scientific institutions contain status competition, publication bias, gatekeeping, fraud,
and long-lived error. Mertonian norms describe an ethos and Longino describes conditions for effective criticism;
neither implies that every scientific community realizes those ideals (Longino, 1990; Merton, 1973). Replication
can fail, dissent can be suppressed, and theoretical commitments can resist contrary data.

The paper does not compare flawless science with flawed religion. It compares the liabilities invoked when
apologetics asks for science-adjacent authority. Science earns public trust unevenly because methods, instruments,
rival communities, prediction, intervention, and institutional criticism can make error costly. Where a scientific
field lacks those features, its authority should also fall. The standard is therefore critical of science as practiced,
not a ceremonial endorsement of anything carrying the label.

8.2 Different domains require different standards

They do. Historical explanation is not a randomized trial; interpersonal knowledge is not spectroscopy; moral
judgment is not particle detection. The four liabilities are deliberately abstract enough to vary by domain.
Prospective vulnerability in history may involve source discoveries, dependence relations, or rival explanatory
success. Outsider access in ethics may involve publicly assessable reasons rather than instruments. Costly
revision in theology may involve reducing confidence in a historical claim without abandoning every religious
practice.

Pluralism becomes evasive only when differences in method are used to erase differences in accountability. A
claim that a community finds a ritual transformative carries one sort of public burden. A claim that a resurrection
occurred, a deity caused an event, or one revelation uniquely maps reality carries another. The stronger the claim
reaches into shared history and causation, the less adequate it is to defend the claim solely by invoking private or
domain-specific access.

8.3 Reformed epistemology never promised scientific status

The narrow philosophical project need not promise it. Plantinga asks whether Christian belief can be rational
and warranted, not whether it is a branch of natural science (Plantinga, 2000). The criticism concerns public
apologetic use. When a conditional model of warrant is presented as establishing that Christian belief stands with
ordinary perception or deserves a public presumption of epistemic parity, the missing calibration bridge matters.
The permission—parity distinction grants the modest conclusion and rejects the inflation.
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8.4 No worldview exposes its deepest commitments to simple defeat

Correct again. Naturalism, realism, moral theories, and political philosophies all contain background commit-
ments not surrendered after one anomaly. Quinean holism, theory-ladenness, and the history of science make
a one-observation defeat model implausible. That is why the argument uses cumulative liabilities rather than a
single falsification test. A deep commitment can still face rivals, lose explanatory roles, decline in confidence, or
require independently supported adjustments. The question is not whether the deepest belief dies quickly. It is
whether adverse evidence can create a real and publicly legible loss.

8.5 The critique risks turning sociological patterns into philosophical refutations

The risk is real. Boundary incentives, motivated reasoning, and self-validating mechanisms do not prove that
a proposition is false. A belief can be true despite being badly defended; a person can arrive at truth through
a biased process. The paper’s conclusion is accordingly about public warrant, not truth. Sociological and
psychological evidence matters because it undercuts the reliability of uncorrected self-assessment and raises the
value of external constraints. It does not substitute a causal diagnosis for engagement with arguments.

8.6 Some Christian inquiry accepts the proposed liabilities

Then it should receive credit. A historian who uses common source standards, a theologian who distinguishes
private significance from public evidence, or an apologist who states what would lower confidence is not refuted
by this paper. Such cases confirm the conditional structure. The target is not Christian identity but the gap
between authority claimed and liability accepted.

This concession is substantive. It means that rigor envy cannot be assigned merely from vocabulary or
affiliation. One must inspect the actual update rules. The same phrase inference to the best explanation can mark
a serious comparison in one paper and reputational theater in another. The proposed test therefore requires close
argument, not labeling.

9. A Public Accountability Audit

The critique becomes constructive when converted into a reusable audit. Before calling a Christian claim evidence-
led, historically established, Bayesian, or science-compatible, specify the target and complete the questions in
Table 3. The same audit should be applied to naturalistic and secular rivals.

This procedure will not produce an automatic ranking. Judgment remains, and reasonable people may disagree
about the answers. Its value is diagnostic. It prevents a discourse from moving unnoticed among personal warrant,
logical compatibility, explanatory possibility, and public confirmation. It also tells apologists how to strengthen
rather than merely defend a case: narrow the claim, define rivals, publish loss conditions, use portable standards,
and state the confidence change the evidence warrants.

The audit also disciplines critics. A critic cannot reject religious evidence merely because it is religious, treat
naturalism as assumption-free, or demand laboratory replication for historical events. The critic must specify a
rival, use matched standards, and acknowledge where Christian arguments take genuine risk. Symmetry is not a
courtesy added to the method. It is part of the method.
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Step Question Adequate public answer Warning sign

1 What exact claim is under A specified God-concept, event, causal ~ Sliding between generic theism and
assessment? claim, or doctrinal inference. full Christian doctrine.

2 What live rivals address Rivals stated at comparable detail, The favored view is rich while the
the same evidence? including error and alternative is an empty label.

underdetermination.

3 What result would lower A pattern, discovery, or rival success No conceivable outcome is allowed to
confidence? identified before reinterpretation. count against the claim.

4 Can outsiders inspect the Sources, rules, and inferential steps Private access is treated as decisive
grounds? that cross community boundaries. public evidence.

5 Are favorable and Portable standards for testimony, The evidential rule changes direction
unfavorable cases treated experience, moral judgment, and with the desired conclusion.
alike? history.

6 What would actually be Confidence, explanation, doctrine, or Only wording changes while central
revised? public claim bears a stated cost. evidential status remains fixed.

7 What is the bounded The result states both what is Compatibility, personal permission, or
conclusion? supported and what remains open. explanatory coverage becomes public

confirmation.

Table 3: A symmetric audit for public worldview claims. Passing a row requires substantive disclosure, not a
ceremonial yes.

10. Conclusion

Christian apologetics often seeks more than permission to practice a faith or describe an experience. It seeks public
authority for claims about history, causation, revelation, and reality. That ambition is intellectually legitimate,
but it carries liabilities. The relevant comparison with disciplined inquiry concerns not scientific vocabulary or
the mere existence of arguments, but the structures that allow error to matter.

Four liabilities organize the assessment: prospective vulnerability, outsider-accessible criticism, symmetric
updating, and costly revision. Reformed epistemology can show how Christian belief might possess personal
rational standing without by itself establishing public comparative parity. Bayesian and worldview language
can sharpen reasoning only when it constrains priors, likelihoods, rivals, dependencies, and possible losses.
Motivated reasoning and religious disagreement do not diagnose believers as uniquely defective; they show why
sincerity and sophistication need external correction. Across these domains, the recurring problem is one-way
bookkeeping: favorable outcomes receive credit while unfavorable outcomes are moved into protected categories.

That pattern is what rigor envy names. It is not mere carelessness, and it need not involve conscious deception.
It is the attempt to inherit the cultural authority of rigor while declining enough of rigor’s exposure to error. The
result is epistemic rebranding: a protected posture presented in the grammar of public inquiry.

The conclusion remains bounded. Christianity has not thereby been disproved. Religious experience may
retain personal significance, communities may preserve moral or symbolic goods, and particular Christian
arguments may satisfy the proposed standards. But public warrant cannot be secured by vocabulary alone. If
apologetics wants the evidential credit associated with disciplined inquiry, it must publish and accept the liabilities
by which that credit is earned. Where it does not, confidence should fall to the level warranted by the actual
correction structure rather than the prestige of the borrowed language.
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A. Formal Reconstruction of the Central Thesis

The central argument is conditional and comparative. It does not infer the falsity of Christianity from defects in
some apologetic practices.

P1. A practice earns science-adjacent public evidential authority only to the extent that its claims accept publicly
legible possibilities of evidential loss, including prospective vulnerability, outsider-accessible criticism,
symmetric updating, and costly revision.

P2. The use of scientific, historical, Bayesian, or epistemological vocabulary does not by itself supply those
liabilities.

P3. When favorable outcomes increase confidence in a claim but structurally similar unfavorable outcomes are
privatized, redescribed, or neutralized, the practice grants evidential credit without the corresponding liability.

P4. In the apologetic practices assessed here, Reformed-epistemic permission, unconstrained formal vocabulary,
anomaly absorption, and asymmetric treatment of disagreement can produce that credit-liability gap unless
additional public calibration and defeater rules are supplied.

PS. Where the conditions described in P4 obtain, the practice exhibits the asymmetry described in P3 and therefore
lacks part of the necessary basis for full public authority stated in P1.

C. Therefore, to the extent that Christian apologetics seeks science-adjacent public authority while favorable
evidence earns credit and relevant liabilities are declined, its public warrant should be reduced; scientific
vocabulary cannot make up the difference.

Scope. The conclusion does not entail that Christianity is false, that all apologetics has the same update structure,
that a person lacks private or prima facie reason for religious belief, or that every scientific institution satisfies
the four liabilities. A particular apologetic argument can escape the criticism by supplying portable standards,
public calibration, prospective loss conditions, and a real path of revision.

Validity. Given P1, P3, and P5, the inference to the bounded conclusion is deductively valid for any practice
that satisfies the stated conditions: the claimed level of authority lacks one of its stated necessary bases. P2 blocks
an invalid inference from vocabulary to liability, while P4 identifies defeasible routes by which the relevant gap
may arise rather than asserting that it must arise in every case.

Support for the premises. Pl is a normative account of public evidential authority supported by social-
epistemic work on criticism and correction; it remains open to refinement across domains. P2 is conceptual.
P3 states a symmetry requirement for evidential bookkeeping. P4 is supported cumulatively by the examined
philosophical, psychological, sociological, and disagreement literature, but its application to any particular
apologist requires case-specific evidence. P5 applies P1 and P3 to the routes identified in P4: where the liabilities
that make evidence corrective are absent, the associated level of public authority has not yet been earned.
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