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Central claim
“It takes more faith to be an atheist” is a semantic shell game, not a rational comparison. Ordinary reliance makes the charge trivial;
evidential overbelief makes it symmetrical and dangerous to Christianity; practical commitment concerns action rather than belief.

Once the proposition, attitude, evidence, and standard are held fixed, the slogan either collapses or must become the claim-by-claim
evidential argument it was designed to evade.

Preview:

Apologetic move Category switch Hidden burden Rational verdict

Call unbelief “more faith” than
Christianity.

Slide among uncertainty, trust, action,
and belief beyond evidence.

Make nonbelievers explain reality
while Christian claims escape equal
testing.

Compare specified claims and
credences against the same evidence;
let stakes govern action, not belief.

The target is the comparative slogan and the burden reversal it performs. The paper does not assume that every Christian use of
faith means irrational belief, or that every atheist is well calibrated.

Visual preview:

The reversal depends on routing different attitudes through one word. Keep the attitude and evidential standard fixed, and the
apparent victory divides into a trivial commonality, a self-undermining accusation, or a practical choice that cannot manufacture
belief.
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Abstract
The slogan “it takes more faith to be an atheist” presents itself as a comparison but withholds the

categories needed to make a comparison possible. This paper argues that the slogan is intrinsically
irrational as an inference. It must slide among at least four different attitudes: graded belief, trust in a
source, practical commitment under uncertainty, and credence exceeding evidential support. The first
is universal but not accusatory; the second is justified or defeated by reliability; the third concerns
what to do rather than what to believe; and the fourth is a genuine epistemic defect that must be
measured symmetrically, claim by claim. No fixed meaning preserves the slogan’s intended reversal.

The verbal instability enables a second maneuver. Atheism or mere nonbelief is inflated into a
total worldview responsible for explaining cosmology, consciousness, morality, induction, and every
other unresolved question, while Christian claims are treated as explanatory assets rather than
claims bearing their own burdens. That procedure mistakes withholding for a counterclaim and
unresolved inquiry for positive evidence. It also misclassifies tested methods as presuppositions: logic,
memory, testimony, and scientific practice receive only defeasible confidence earned through prediction,
calibration, cross-checking, and correction. Their fallibility is not religious faith.

The paper then separates epistemic appraisal from practical decision. Stakes and consequences
can rationally lower or raise an action threshold; they cannot make weak evidence stronger or sincere
belief appear on command. Contemporary action-centered theories of faith clarify how a person might
commit or rely without believing. Far from saving the slogan, that distinction removes practical faith
from the proposed comparison of beliefs. The resulting verdict is polemical but limited: the slogan
is a burden-smuggling semantic trick. Christianity and strong atheism may still be argued for, but
neither receives evidential credit from relabeling uncertainty, reliance, or suspension as faith.

Keywords: faith; atheism; Christian apologetics; burden of proof; evidentialism; credence; practical
commitment; equivocation

1 Introduction: A Slogan Masquerading as a Scale
“It takes more faith to be an atheist” sounds quantitative. The phrase more faith suggests a common
property placed on one scale, measured under one standard, and found in greater quantity on the atheist
side. None of that structure is normally supplied. The slogan does not identify the proposition believed,
the strength of belief, the evidence available, the attitude called faith, or the rule by which two people
are compared. It gestures at a scale while changing the substance on the scale.

That vagueness is not incidental. It is the mechanism. Christian faith is first presented as trust,
loyalty, courage, or resilient commitment—attitudes that can be admirable. Atheist “faith” is then
presented as credulity, dogmatism, or confidence beyond evidence—attitudes that are epistemically
defective. Ordinary uncertainty and reliance on testimony are added when the speaker needs to show
that everyone has faith. The word expands to create parity and contracts to restore Christian privilege.

The modern slogan is closely associated with Norman Geisler and Frank Turek’s I Don’t Have Enough
Faith to Be an Atheist, whose publisher describes Christianity as more rational than unbelief (Geisler
and Turek 2004). The move also appears in Turek’s public presentations. In one podcast exchange, an
atheist’s alleged failure to explain the universe, fine-tuning, moral laws, and consciousness is followed
immediately by the conclusion that atheism takes more faith (Turek 2023). That sequence displays the
full mechanism: package several disputed positions into “atheism,” convert open questions into debts,
and count any unpaid debt as faith.

This paper does not answer that maneuver with a rival slogan. It specifies the comparison that the
phrase more faith would have to satisfy. Four things must remain constant:

1. The proposition. Belief that the Christian deity exists is not the same proposition as belief that
no deity exists, and neither is identical to withholding judgment.

2. The attitude. Credence, trust, hope, acceptance, loyalty, and action are related but distinct
responses.
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3. The evidence. Two credences cannot be assessed fairly while one side receives favorable testimony
and background assumptions that the other side is forbidden to question.

4. The evaluative standard. If confidence beyond evidence is defective for an atheist, it is defective
for a Christian. If resilient trust can be virtuous for a Christian, it can be virtuous elsewhere under
the same conditions.

Once these controls are applied, the slogan faces a trilemma. If faith means ordinary fallible reliance,
nearly everyone has it, but the charge is trivial. If it means evidential overbelief, it is a defect wherever
found, and the speaker must produce a symmetrical evidential comparison. If it means practical
commitment, it concerns action under risk and does not show that anyone believes beyond the evidence.
The slogan survives only while these categories are allowed to blur.

The governing conclusion is therefore stronger than “the word faith is ambiguous.” The slogan is
intrinsically irrational as an inference because its intended force requires a category switch. No stable
interpretation yields all three of its advertised results: universal faith, atheist embarrassment, and
Christian vindication. At best it dissolves into ordinary epistemology, where every specified claim must
answer to its evidence. At worst it is a semantic shell game that turns a Christian virtue into an atheist
vice by changing the rules between clauses.

The scope is exact. Strong atheism—the claim that no deities exist—carries a burden. A Christian
claim about resurrection, revelation, or a specified deity carries a burden. An individual atheist may
reason dogmatically, and an individual Christian may reason responsibly. The paper does not decide
those matters by identity. It rejects the attempt to decide them by relabeling uncertainty, nonbelief,
trust, or unfinished inquiry as faith.

2 The Strongest Version of the Reversal
A fair critique should reconstruct the most defensible version before exposing the popular shortcut. The
strongest case is not that every atheist consciously worships science or secretly knows the Christian deity.
It is that no broad worldview is demonstrated with certainty; every person relies on some unproved
background commitments; naturalistic explanations face unresolved problems; and Christian theism is
said to explain the total evidence with fewer or smaller leaps. On that version, “more faith” means
something like a greater unsupported remainder after evidence and explanation have done their work.

Geisler and Turek make that proposal unusually explicit. They say faith covers a gap in knowledge
and that less evidence for a position requires more faith to believe it. They also treat the residual
possibility of error in a highly confident conclusion as an amount of faith, then extend faith to atheism,
agnosticism, and skepticism (Geisler and Turek 2004, pp. 25–28). This is more precise than a bare taunt,
but it still omits the quantity on the other side of the gap: the person’s credence. Sparse evidence joined
to suspension produces no overbelief; the same evidence joined to certainty produces a great deal. A
rational scale must therefore compare confidence with support, not count every distance from certainty
as faith.

This version contains a legitimate challenge. Atheists are not exempt from epistemic standards. A
person who confidently asserts that reality is wholly material, that consciousness will certainly be reduced
to physics, that objective moral facts exist in a deity-free universe, or that every reported miracle has a
mundane cause must support those claims. Scientific prestige is not transferable credit that automatically
warrants every metaphysical opinion expressed in its vicinity. Criticizing religious overconfidence does
not make secular overconfidence rational.

The strongest version also avoids the crude thought that faith simply means believing without any
evidence. Philosophers of faith have distinguished belief, acceptance, trust, reliance, hope, commitment,
and resilience. Audi argues that these terms identify importantly different states (Audi 2008). McKaughan
describes an action-centered faith that can persist without belief, while Howard-Snyder and McKaughan
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emphasize resilient reliance in relational faith (McKaughan 2016; Howard-Snyder and McKaughan 2022).
These accounts make room for a Christian to reject the critic’s definition of faith as blind assent.

Yet those improvements do not establish the comparison. They sharpen the conditions under which
it fails. If Christian faith is primarily resilient reliance, then comparing it with an atheist’s credence
in a cosmological proposition mixes a practical or relational attitude with a degree of belief. If faith
is an unsupported remainder, the speaker must define support, identify the propositions, estimate the
credences, and apply the same test to Christian claims. If the issue is explanatory scope, an explanation
must be judged against alternatives rather than credited merely because it assigns an agent or purpose
to the unknown.

The popular form usually avoids that work. A long list of open questions is recited: why there is
something rather than nothing, why the universe permits life, how consciousness arises, whether moral
realism is true, whether induction is justified, and how reason can be trusted. The listener is then offered
a forced choice between a complete Christian package and a complete atheist package. Any naturalistic
gap becomes evidence for the Christian package; any Christian gap becomes mystery, future theology, or
a permissible exercise of faith. The scale is rigged before it is announced.

The strongest case therefore supplies a useful standard for the critique. A rational “more faith”
comparison would require claim-level symmetry, a stable attitude, common evidence, and a public
measure of excess confidence. Nothing in this paper forbids such a comparison. The verdict is that the
slogan does not perform one. It borrows the authority of comparison while declining its obligations.

3 Faith Is Not One Mental State
The philosophy of faith contains no single uncontested analysis, and that fact matters. Theories emphasize
different combinations of cognitive, affective, practical, and relational components. This paper does not
need to decide which theory captures every legitimate use. It needs only to prevent one use from being
substituted for another in the middle of an argument.

3.1 Credence
A credence is a degree of confidence that a proposition is true. One person may assign high confidence to
Christian theism, another low confidence, and a third remain near suspension. Contemporary Bayesian
epistemology treats such gradation as central because rational inquiry rarely ends at certainty (Howson
and Urbach 2006; Titelbaum 2022). Calling every nonzero credence faith adds no information. Everyone
has graded beliefs; the issue is whether each degree fits the evidence.

Credence also blocks a common distortion of nonbelief. Someone can judge the case for a proposition
inadequate without believing its negation with high confidence. A jury can find the prosecution’s case
insufficient without believing the defendant innocent in every relevant sense. A historian can reject a
specific account without possessing a complete alternative history. Likewise, a person can withhold belief
in Christianity without claiming certainty that no possible deity exists.

3.2 Trust and reliance
Trust concerns a source, person, practice, or institution. It is not automatically blind. A patient may
trust a physician because of training, a documented record, institutional safeguards, and willingness to
seek a second opinion. A traveler may rely on a map because repeated journeys and external checks have
confirmed its accuracy. Such trust is defeasible: new failures, conflicts of interest, or superior evidence
can reduce it.

Religious faith can also include trust or reliance, but sharing that broad category does not equalize
particular cases. “Both sides trust something” is no more decisive than “both sides use testimony.” The
relevant questions are whom or what they trust, for which proposition or task, on what record, within
which limits, and under what correction conditions. Category membership is not a reliability certificate.
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3.3 Acceptance and practical commitment
Acceptance can guide reasoning or conduct even when belief is absent or weaker. Cohen’s influential
distinction allows a person to accept a proposition as a policy within a context without simply possessing
the corresponding belief (Cohen 1992). A physician can act on the best available diagnosis while retaining
substantial doubt. A rescue team can organize around a working location for a missing person while
openly acknowledging a low probability of success.

Some accounts of faith emphasize precisely this actional dimension. James limits his defense of
passional choice to options that are live, forced, momentous, and not decidable on intellectual grounds
alone (James 1896). Buchak analyzes faith through willingness to remain committed despite certain risks
and evidential possibilities (Buchak 2012). McKaughan argues that action-centered faith can be rational
even without belief (McKaughan 2016). These proposals are disputed, but they agree on a distinction the
slogan erases: committing, accepting, or acting is not identical to believing that the proposition is true.

3.4 Evidential overbelief
The critical meaning of faith is confidence that outruns the evidence, resists correction, or remains
protected when comparable beliefs would be reduced. Clifford’s famous polemic against belief on
insufficient evidence represents a stringent form of this concern, while contemporary evidentialism states
the broader idea that epistemic justification is determined by evidence (Clifford 1877; Conee and Feldman
2004). This paper will call the defect evidential overbelief rather than assume that every religious faith
has it.

That vocabulary makes the dispute measurable in principle. Ask which proposition is held, at what
confidence, on what evidence, and with what updating behavior. A Christian could be well calibrated
on one claim and overconfident on another. The same is true of an atheist. The relevant unit is the
person–proposition–evidence relation, not a demographic label.

Table 1: Four attitudes hidden inside the word faith.

Attitude Question it answers Rational standard
Why it cannot prove

the slogan

Credence How confident is the
person that p is true?

Proportion confidence to
total evidence.

Everyone has credences;
degrees and support must
be compared.

Trust or reliance Which source, person, or
method will the person
depend on?

Track record, competence,
incentives, limits, and
correctability.

Shared reliance does not
make sources equally
reliable.

Acceptance or
commitment

What policy or course will
the person adopt under
uncertainty?

Evidence plus stakes, costs,
values, and available
options.

Rational action can occur
without corresponding
belief.

Evidential overbelief Does confidence exceed
what the evidence
supports?

Apply the same evidential
rule to every claimant.

This is genuinely critical,
but it threatens any side
that exhibits it.

The table exposes the first decisive point. The slogan cannot move horizontally across a row and
vertically between rows at the same time. If it compares overbelief, it needs evidence and credence. If it
compares trust, it needs reliability and purpose. If it compares commitment, it needs a decision problem.
The single word faith supplies none of those inputs.

5



The Faith-Reversal Trap Phil Stilwell

4 The Semantic Trilemma
The reversal is often described as an equivocation. That is correct but incomplete. The meanings
generate a forced trilemma in which every stable option defeats the slogan’s intended function.

On the ordinary-reliance reading, faith includes uncertainty, testimony, induction, confidence in
memory, dependence on experts, and use of fallible methods. Nearly every reflective agent qualifies. But
universality removes criticism. From the fact that a Christian and an atheist both rely on fallible sources,
nothing follows about which source performs better or which conclusion is warranted. The slogan wins a
verbal tie and reports it as an evidential victory.

On the evidential-excess reading, faith means confidence beyond support. Now the term has critical
force. But its application must be symmetrical. The speaker must show that an atheist’s confidence
in a specified proposition exceeds its evidential support by more than a Christian’s confidence in the
relevant contrary proposition. Merely naming an unsolved problem does not do this. Ignorance about
consciousness, for example, does not entail belief that materialism will explain it; nor does the gap
confirm a Christian account of mind.

On the practical-commitment reading, faith is a willingness to rely, persist, or act under risk. Such
commitment may be rational, admirable, reckless, or tragic depending on the case. It does not establish
that the underlying proposition is believed or well supported. A person can investigate Christianity,
attend worship, pray conditionally, or live experimentally within a community while remaining uncertain.
An atheist can commit to inquiry, human projects, or political norms without holding a religious analogue
of Christian faith. The shared fact of commitment under uncertainty says nothing about comparative
evidential excess.

Table 2: Every stable reading defeats the intended reversal.

Reading What “faith” means What follows Why the reversal fails

Ordinary reliance Fallible trust, uncertainty,
testimony, or method use

Both sides rely on
something.

Commonality supplies no
ranking and no defect.

Evidential excess Confidence beyond total
evidential support

Overconfidence is irrational
wherever found.

A symmetrical
claim-by-claim audit
replaces the slogan.

Practical
commitment

Acting, accepting, hoping,
or persevering under
uncertainty

Stakes may warrant a
policy without settling
belief.

A decision comparison
cannot establish a belief
comparison.

The apologist may respond that Christian faith combines all three. That may be true of a rich religious
practice. It makes the slogan less, not more, coherent. A complex containing belief, trust, worship,
loyalty, hope, and action cannot be ranked against an atheist’s response to a cosmological claim with the
phrase more of the same. The components must be separated, weighted, and compared under their own
standards. Without that work, the alleged quantity is fictional.

The trilemma also reveals why the slogan is self-undermining. Christian rhetoric often praises faith as
fidelity, trust, or perseverance. Yet the atheist is accused of “more faith” as though greater quantity were
embarrassing. If the same property is intended, its value changes according to group membership. If a
different property is intended, the comparison is invalid. The slogan can retain its sting or its univocity,
but not both.
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The reversal is a category switch
When faith is admirable, the slogan uses trust or commitment. When faith is embarrassing,
it uses evidential overbelief. When challenged, it retreats to ordinary uncertainty. A rational
comparison cannot change the attitude and the standard while keeping the conclusion.

5 Burden Reversal: Turning Nonbelief into a Universe
The semantic switch prepares a dialectical one. Atheism is expanded until it contains a complete theory
of reality, while Christianity is allowed to appear as one explanatory answer. In ordinary presentations,
the atheist is made responsible for materialism, scientism, moral nihilism, strong naturalism, a complete
cosmology, a reduction of consciousness, the reliability of induction, and a proof that no miracle has
occurred. Failure to finish any item is booked as atheist faith.

That package is not licensed by the label. Philosophical usage often defines atheism as the proposition
that no deities exist, but everyday usage also includes people who merely lack theistic belief; agnosticism
and local rejection add further positions (Draper 2023). The distinctions matter because burdens
attach to claims. Strong atheism requires reasons for a strong negative proposition. Local rejection of
Christianity requires only a judgment about that specified case. Suspension of belief asserts neither the
Christian proposition nor its negation.

Argumentation theory treats burden of proof as a requirement to support a claim to the strength
demanded in the relevant dialogue (Walton 2014). That principle is reciprocal but not indiscriminate. A
Christian who asserts that a resurrection occurred bears a burden for that event. An atheist who asserts
that no resurrection could occur bears a burden for that modal claim. A listener who says “the case
presented has not yet warranted belief” need not first explain the universe. The insufficiency of one case
is logically compatible with ignorance about many others.

The point can be made with a mundane example. Suppose a company claims that its untested
supplement cures migraines. A critic asks for controlled evidence. The company cannot discharge its
burden by asking the critic for a complete theory of migraine or by noting that medical science has
unresolved questions. The critic’s ignorance does not increase the supplement’s efficacy. At most it leaves
room for investigation. Likewise, a gap in natural explanation is not automatically Christian evidence.
It becomes such only if the Christian account makes the evidence more likely than serious alternatives
and carries adequate prior support.

Table 3: Burdens follow asserted propositions, not team labels.

Position Actual commitment Legitimate burden Burden the slogan
wrongly adds

Christian assertion A specified Christian
claim is true.

Evidence proportionate to
that claim and confidence.

None may be transferred
to the listener.

Strong atheism No deities exist. Reasons for the strong
negative proposition.

A finished account of
every natural
phenomenon.

Local rejection A specified Christian
claim is probably false or
unsupported.

Reasons directed to that
claim and its evidence.

Defense of materialism,
nihilism, or every
non-Christian view.

Suspension or nonbelief The available case does
not warrant belief in p.

Accurate appraisal of the
presented case; openness
to further evidence.

Proof of ¬p and a
replacement theory of
reality.
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The reversal also confuses explanation with evidence. A proposed Christian deity can be assigned
the power to create a universe, ground moral facts, produce consciousness, and perform miracles. That
assignment gives the hypothesis scope. It does not by itself give it probability. An unconstrained agent
can be made compatible with almost any observation. Explanatory labels earn evidential weight only
when their content generates risky expectations, survives comparison, and is supported independently.

This paper takes no position on moral realism. A moral non-realist can reject cruelty, coercion,
exploitation, and neglect through norms grounded in vulnerability, attachment, reciprocity, negotiated
commitments, and the consequences of social practices. Such a position bears whatever argumentative
burdens its claims incur. It does not follow from moral disagreement or unfinished metaethics that the
Christian moral ontology receives default confirmation. Unresolved questions are invitations to inquiry,
not blank checks payable to the preferred theology.

6 Reasons Must Reach the Foundations
A standard defense of the slogan says that atheists also have faith in logic, reason, memory, testimony,
science, or induction. The response should not be “everyone starts somewhere.” Cognitive history is
irrelevant to warrant. A belief can enter the mind before its defense is articulated, but it receives no
epistemic credit merely for arriving early. Reasons must reach the foundations: retained confidence must
be supported by prediction, consistency, calibration, cross-checking, correction, and performance against
alternatives.

Logic is not rationally trusted because it has been declared an ultimate presupposition. Inferential
rules have an extraordinary record of preserving consistency, exposing contradictions, coordinating
successful action, and carrying well-supported premises into accurate consequences. Modus ponens is not
accepted by a ceremonial leap. It repeatedly succeeds, while invalid patterns repeatedly fail. Different
logical systems can also be compared for expressive power, consequences, mathematical usefulness, and
performance in domains involving vagueness or inconsistency.

The evaluation is not viciously circular merely because reasoning is used during the evaluation.
Performing a method does not by itself prove the method reliable. Its outputs meet partially independent
checks the method does not control: predictions succeed or fail, bridges stand or collapse, programs
return expected results or crash, measurements agree or conflict, and contradictions reveal combinations
that cannot all be maintained. A method can be assessed while being used when the world supplies
friction.

The same structure applies to perception, memory, testimony, and science. None is infallible. Each
earns bounded confidence through a record of success, known failure modes, redundancy, and correction.
Memory is checked against documents and other witnesses. Instruments are calibrated against independent
standards. Expert testimony is weighted by competence, consensus, incentives, transparency, and error
correction. Scientific models are tested by novel predictions and their ability to survive attempts at
disconfirmation.

Haack’s foundherentist picture is useful here because it combines experiential input with mutual
support rather than granting immunity to either a pure foundation or a coherent web (Haack 1993).
Support can be retrospective and networked. What matters is that the network answers to evidence and
can lose confidence. “Reasons all the way down” does not require an impossible one-way proof completed
before the first thought. It forbids an exemption: no method or doctrine is warranted merely because
inquiry had to begin somewhere.

This distinction destroys the attempted parity. A tested method and an unsupported doctrinal
commitment are not epistemically alike because both were once used before explicit defense. One has
accumulated reasons; the other has not yet done so, or is protected from having to do so. Calling both
“faith” erases precisely the distinction under debate.
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The same standard applies to naturalism. If a naturalist treats methodological success as proof that
reality contains nothing beyond nature, the conclusion outruns the record. The proper confidence is
limited to what the tested methods support. But exposing naturalistic overreach does not vindicate
Christian overreach. Symmetry means reducing both credences where support ends, not allowing one
excess to cancel another.

7 Evidence Sets Credence; Stakes Set Action
The deepest confusion in many faith defenses is the collapse of belief into decision. Human beings often
must act before evidence becomes decisive. Consequences matter enormously to such choices. A small
probability of catastrophic loss can justify insurance, evacuation, testing, or precaution. None of those
policies requires the agent to believe the catastrophe is likely.

Consider a one-percent chance that a building is on fire. Evacuation may be rational because the cost
of leaving is small and the cost of staying during a real fire is enormous. It would still be irrational to
report ninety-percent confidence that the building is burning. The evidence fixes the credence; utilities
and losses help fix the action threshold. Lowering the threshold for action does not raise the probability
of the proposition.

This distinction is central to decision theory and to sophisticated accounts of faith. Practical
commitment can be reasonable when the values, risks, and available alternatives justify it. A person
may act on a live possibility, explore a tradition, or sustain a relationship through doubt. The resulting
policy cannot manufacture evidence or sincere belief. Belief aims at truth and is ordinarily not under
direct voluntary control; acceptance is more readily adopted for a purpose (Cohen 1992; Audi 2008).

Table 4: Evidence and stakes answer different questions.

Assessment Primary inputs Rational output What it cannot do

Epistemic Evidence, reliability,
alternatives, and updating

A graded credence
proportioned to support

Consequences cannot make
a proposition better
evidenced.

Practical Credences, possible
outcomes, costs, rewards,
and values

An action or policy under
uncertainty

A prudent act cannot
certify the proposition
acted upon.

Relational Evidence of character plus
vulnerability, history, and
purposes

Trust or resilient reliance
within limits

Loyalty cannot substitute
for truth-tracking evidence.

Religious Any mixture of belief,
trust, hope, worship, and
commitment

A complex posture that
must be analyzed by
component

The name faith cannot
transfer warrant among
components.

Pascal-style reasoning and popular appeals to eternal stakes often exploit the confusion. Even if a
tiny probability combined with an enormous payoff justified some exploratory or precautionary action, it
would not justify pretending that the proposition is probably true. A person cannot honestly raise a
credence by inserting a reward into the evidence column. If a specified Christian conception of a deity
requires sincere belief, an omniscient deity would not be deceived by strategic profession. The agent
must either acknowledge the actual degree of belief or perform a confession not supported by the agent’s
own mind.

Action-centered faith makes the point sharper. If faith can consist in relying, committing, or living in
light of a possibility without belief, then a religious person may possess faith while remaining doubtful
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(McKaughan 2016; Howard-Snyder and McKaughan 2022). That may be theologically valuable. It does
not show that an atheist holds “more” evidentially defective belief. It relocates faith outside the belief
comparison altogether.

The rational discipline is simple. Evidence should determine how confident one is. Stakes should help
determine what one does with that confidence. Values may determine which risks are worth taking.
None of these practical considerations licenses the intellectual theater of reporting a stronger belief than
the evidence supports.

8 The Christian Side of the Trap
The slogan is marketed as a defense of Christianity, but its semantic strategy creates serious costs for
Christian accounts of faith. The first cost is theological flattening. If faith is expanded to include every
use of memory, testimony, induction, and expert reliance, then Christian faith ceases to be distinctive. It
becomes ordinary human fallibility with religious vocabulary added.

The second cost is evaluative instability. Christian faith is commonly praised as trust, fidelity,
perseverance, or obedience. To accuse atheists of having more of the same property should therefore
praise them. The speaker avoids that result only by shifting to a defective sense—unsupported confidence
or refusal to revise. Yet if that is the relevant meaning, Christian beliefs must face exactly the same test.

The third cost is protection from audit. Plantinga’s account of warranted Christian belief offers a
sophisticated externalist model in which theistic and specifically Christian beliefs can receive warrant
through properly functioning cognitive faculties and the internal instigation of the Holy Spirit (Plantinga
2000). This paper does not attempt a full assessment of that model. It notes only that naming a proposed
warrant-producing process is not equivalent to establishing its reliability for a public comparison. Rival
traditions can also describe privileged sources. The question remains how an inquirer distinguishes
reliable production from sincere but incompatible religious confidence.

The fourth cost is a false choice between blind belief and secular certainty. A Christian need not
accept the slogan to argue that specific Christian claims have evidence. Indeed, abandoning the slogan
improves the debate. Resurrection claims can be discussed historically, religious experiences can be
evaluated, cosmological arguments can be compared, and the moral argument can be examined without
pretending that every skeptical question is a confession of faith.

The result is not anti-Christian by definition. It is anti-exemption. If Christian credence is well
supported, it does not need semantic burden reversal. If it is not well supported, the atheist’s mistakes
cannot repair it. And if Christian faith is a non-doxastic commitment sustained amid uncertainty, then
its value must be defended as commitment, not smuggled in as evidence that Christianity is true.

9 Why the Reversal Persists
The slogan persists because it does social work. A believer confronted with the charge of faith-based
reasoning can feel epistemically demoted. The reversal restores status in one move: the critic is not
merely mistaken but secretly more faith-dependent. The emotional relief arrives before the terms are
examined.

Motivated reasoning helps explain the durability. People do not simply gather evidence and compute;
they search, interpret, remember, and challenge in ways shaped by desired conclusions and group identity
(Kunda 1990). This is a human tendency, not a uniquely Christian defect. The slogan is effective because
it gives identity defense a compact intellectual appearance. A list of grand mysteries creates pressure,
the label faith converts pressure into parity, and the comparative more converts parity into victory.

The move also exploits what might be called mystery accounting. Every unresolved question on
the atheist side is entered as debt. Comparable mysteries on the Christian side are entered as depth,
transcendence, or limits appropriate to finite minds. Every successful natural explanation is treated
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as compatible with divine agency and therefore not credited against the Christian account. Every
explanatory gap is treated as a reason to credit that account. A framework that receives credit for both
success and failure has not been tested.

Another source of appeal is conversational speed. A careful audit requires propositions, degrees of
confidence, evidence sets, alternatives, and possible defeaters. The slogan compresses all of that into a
contest over which identity is more credulous. It is memorable because it removes the work that rational
comparison requires.

Polemical language is justified at this point because the failure is not subtle once exposed. The slogan
is a semantic shell game. The admirable token, the embarrassing token, and the universal token are
placed under the same cup; the cup moves whenever the audience asks which token is being counted.
The remedy is not a gentler shuffle. It is to stop playing and put every attitude on the table.

10 Objections and Replies
10.1 “The slogan is shorthand for a cumulative case”
Shorthand can omit detail without changing meaning. This slogan omits the very conditions that
determine whether its comparison is coherent. A cumulative case still must identify its components,
dependencies, alternatives, and evidential contribution. Cosmology, consciousness, morality, and historical
claims do not become one quantity called faith merely because they are presented together. If the
apologist has a cumulative evidential argument, it should be stated directly. The slogan adds only a
prejudicial label.

10.2 “Atheists also make leaps beyond proof”
Some do. That is a reason to criticize the specific excess, not a reason to classify atheism as faith.
Absolute proof is not the rational standard for most empirical beliefs; calibrated confidence is. The
absence of certainty leaves a probability distribution, not a theological category. An atheist who asserts
more than the evidence supports should reduce confidence. A Christian with the same defect should do
likewise.

10.3 “Naturalism cannot justify reason without circularity”
No method gains warrant merely by certifying itself. Reasoning practices earn confidence through a long
record of successful prediction, consistency preservation, error detection, coordination, and correction
against outcomes they do not control. That support is fallible and networked rather than an impossible
proof from nowhere. A naturalist may owe further arguments about the metaphysics of reason, but the
debt does not transfer to Christianity. A Christian account must establish its own explanatory and
predictive advantages.

10.4 “Christian faith is trust based on evidence”
Then the relevant work is done by the evidence and the reliability of the trusted source. The paper
welcomes that clarification. It asks the Christian to specify the claims, support, confidence, and correction
conditions. Once those are supplied, “more faith” has disappeared. The discussion has become an
ordinary evidential comparison, exactly as it should.

10.5 “Faith can be rational without sufficient evidence for belief”
Action-centered and non-doxastic models may support rational commitment without belief. They do not
show that the committed proposition is probably true, and they do not convert an atheist’s suspension
into defective faith. Practical rationality can justify a policy under uncertainty while epistemic rationality
requires confidence to track evidence. The rescue therefore abandons the slogan’s intended belief reversal.

11



The Faith-Reversal Trap Phil Stilwell

10.6 “The atheist still needs a worldview”
Every person navigates reality with many beliefs, methods, values, and policies. It does not follow that
these form one package entailed by nonbelief in deities. Each commitment bears its own burden. A
secular humanist, metaphysical naturalist, moral realist, moral non-realist, agnostic, and strong atheist
may overlap without being identical. Treating them as one worldview makes refutation easy only by
making the target fictional.

10.7 “The slogan merely humbles arrogant skeptics”
Humility is not produced by a false comparison. The appropriate correction for arrogance is symmetrical
fallibilism: state confidence, disclose evidence, identify possible defeaters, and apply the same standards
across identities. Burden reversal teaches the opposite lesson. It invites the believer to treat unanswered
questions elsewhere as earned confidence here.

11 A Burden-Respecting Replacement
The slogan can be replaced by a procedure that is slower and actually informative. For any disputed
religious or secular claim, ask seven questions.

1. What is the exact proposition? Replace identity labels with a sentence capable of being true or
false.

2. What attitude is under review? Distinguish belief, credence, trust, acceptance, hope, commit-
ment, and action.

3. How strong is the attitude? A low credence, suspension, and certainty are not one position.

4. What is the total relevant evidence? Include supporting data, counterevidence, source reliability,
and live alternatives.

5. What would change the confidence? A belief with no possible demoter is protected, not
calibrated.

6. Which stakes affect action? State costs and rewards separately from evidence so that prudence
does not impersonate truth.

7. Who asserted what? Assign each burden to the claimant rather than to a social camp.

The procedure allows strong conclusions where evidence is strong. It also permits suspension where
evidence is balanced or sparse. No party receives automatic prestige. A Christian can outperform a
naturalist on one argument and fail on another. An atheist can expose a weak apologetic case while
overreaching elsewhere. The audit is granular because rationality attaches to particular attitudes toward
particular propositions.

The vocabulary should follow the same discipline. Use credence for degree of belief, trust for reliance
on a source or person, acceptance for adopting a proposition within a practical context, commitment
for sustained action, and hope for desired possibility. If faith is retained, define which components it
includes and which standards govern them.

This replacement does not drain religion of existential seriousness. It prevents existential seriousness
from laundering evidential claims. A person may commit, hope, worship, investigate, or trust under
acknowledged uncertainty. What the person may not rationally do is raise a truth-directed credence
because the consequences of disbelief are frightening, or lower an opponent’s standing by giving ordinary
uncertainty a religious label.

12
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12 Conclusion
The faith reversal is not an argument. It is a semantic ambush. It invites the listener to
imagine one measurable property, then swaps among ordinary reliance, practical commitment, and
evidential overbelief. The broad meaning universalizes faith but removes criticism. The critical meaning
restores criticism but demands a symmetrical evidential audit that may condemn Christian and atheist
overconfidence alike. The practical meaning can justify action under uncertainty but cannot inflate
sincere belief. No stable reading delivers the promised victory.

The burden reversal is equally defective. Nonbelief in Christianity is not a complete cosmology, theory
of consciousness, metaethics, and philosophy of science. Suspension does not assert the negation of
the suspended proposition. An unresolved natural question is not positive evidence for a Christian
answer. Burdens follow claims, and explanations earn credit through evidence and comparison rather
than through the mere ability to name an agent behind a mystery.

Foundations receive no exemption. Logic, perception, memory, testimony, and scientific methods
are not rational because everyone must start somewhere. They deserve only the confidence earned by
predictive success, cross-checking, calibration, and correction. A doctrinal commitment must meet the
same demand. Reasons may be fallible, networked, and retrospective, but they must reach every retained
confidence.

This is an internal coherence and evidential audit of atheism-as-faith rhetoric. It does not disprove
Christianity, establish strong atheism, deny the possibility of warranted religious trust, or claim that
every use of faith is irrational. Its conclusion is narrower and harsher: the standard reversal cannot
jointly preserve its meanings, its evaluative asymmetry, and its comparative conclusion.

That boundary does not soften the verdict. “It takes more faith to be an atheist” survives by refusing
to say what is being measured. Once the categories are fixed, the slogan either becomes trivial, wounds
the Christianity it was meant to defend, or dissolves into the ordinary demand for evidence. What
remains is rhetoric pretending to have weighed two positions after hiding the scale.

A Formal Reconstruction of the Central Thesis
This appendix states the argument first in ordinary language and then in symbols. The notation is not
decoration and does not make the premises true by definition. It holds the proposition, attitude, evidence,
and standard still long enough to reveal where the slogan switches categories. Every substantive formula
is followed by a plain-English explanation.

A.1 Ordinary-language argument
P1. A rational “more faith” comparison must compare the same type of attitude toward specified

propositions under the same evidence and evaluative rule.

P2. If faith means ordinary fallible reliance, its presence in Christians and atheists is common but not
critical; no ranking follows.

P3. If faith means credence exceeding evidential support, the defect must be demonstrated symmetrically
for each person and proposition; identity labels do not establish it.

P4. If faith means practical acceptance or commitment, rational action can occur without the corre-
sponding belief; the comparison is not a comparison of evidential credence.

P5. The slogan obtains its critical reversal only by moving among these meanings and by treating
nonbelief as a positive worldview claim.

P6. Therefore the slogan is not a rational comparison. Any defensible successor must abandon the
reversal and perform an ordinary claim-by-claim evidential and practical audit.

13
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A.2 Symbols
Let:
• p: a specified proposition, such as a specified Christian claim;
• x: an agent whose attitude is being assessed;
• a: the atheist or skeptical agent in the slogan’s proposed comparison;
• c: the Christian agent in that comparison;
• y: a second dialogue participant, used when burdens are assigned;
• E: the total relevant evidence available to the comparison;
• α: an available action;
• U : the relevant utilities or consequences of the options;
• cx(p): agent x’s degree of confidence, or credence, in p;
• sE(p): the degree of confidence in p supported by evidence E;
• XE(x, p): x’s evidential excess concerning p;
• B(x, p): x believes p;
• W (x, p): x withholds belief concerning p;
• C(x, p): x asserts p in the dialogue;
• Bur(x, p): x bears the burden of supporting p;
• FO: ordinary-reliance faith;
• FX : evidential-excess faith;
• FP : practical-commitment faith.

The function sE(p) is schematic. The paper does not assume that every evidential question yields a
precise public number. The notation represents the degree that a careful audit of the evidence would
support. Its purpose is to show what more would have to compare.

A.3 Evidential excess
XE(x, p) = max

(
0, cx(p) − sE(p)

)
. (1)

Plain-English annotation. The formula compares a person’s actual confidence with the confidence
supported by the evidence. If the person is more confident than the evidence warrants, the positive
difference is evidential excess. If the person is calibrated or even underconfident, the maximum
function records zero excess rather than a negative amount. This is the only clearly critical sense in
which one party could have “more faith” than another.

The definition is deliberately neutral about identity. A Christian, atheist, agnostic, scientist, historian,
or ordinary witness can exhibit evidential excess. The comparison requires the relevant propositions and
the same body of evidence to be stated. It cannot be inferred from the group label alone.

A.4 The category-constant comparison rule
ValidMore(x, y, F ) → SameAttitude(F ) ∧ FixedEvidence(E) ∧ FixedStandard. (2)

Plain-English annotation. A valid claim that one person has more faith than another requires one
stable meaning of faith, a common evidential basis, and one evaluative rule. The formula gives
necessary conditions, not sufficient ones. Even after the categories are fixed, the speaker must still
supply evidence for the ranking.

This rule forbids praising resilient trust on the Christian side and condemning overbelief on the atheist
side while calling both quantities of the same property. It also forbids counting favorable Christian
testimony inside E while dismissing rival testimony without an independently defended reliability rule.
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A.5 The semantic trilemma

F = FO ⇒ Common(F ) ∧ ¬Critical(F ), (3)
F = FX ⇒ Critical(F ) ∧ SymmetricAudit(E), (4)
F = FP ⇒ Practical(F ) ∧ ¬BeliefRanking(F ). (5)

Plain-English annotation. Equation (3) says ordinary reliance is common but not automatically bad.
Equation (4) says evidential overbelief is genuinely bad, but the same evidence test must govern
Christians and atheists. Equation (5) says practical commitment concerns action and therefore
cannot rank the parties’ truth-directed beliefs. These three options exhaust the meanings the slogan
normally exploits, and none yields its advertised conclusion.

The lines are compatible with rich accounts on which religious faith combines several components. A
combined state still does not authorize one numerical comparison until the contribution and standard for
each component are specified. Complexity is not a license to equivocate.

A.6 Withholding is not a counterclaim
W (x, p) ⇏ B(x, ¬p) ∨ C(x, ¬p). (6)

Plain-English annotation. The crossed double arrow means “does not logically imply.” If a person
withholds belief in p, it does not follow that the person believes or asserts not-p. Rejecting an
insufficient Christian case therefore does not automatically commit the listener to strong atheism,
materialism, or a complete alternative worldview.

A person who does assert ¬p acquires a burden for that assertion. The point is not that negative
claims are burden-free. It is that the slogan invents a negative claim when the actual response may be
suspension.

A.7 Burdens track assertions
C(x, p) → Bur(x, p), ¬C(y, ¬p) → ¬Bur(y, ¬p). (7)

Plain-English annotation. The first clause says that a person who asserts a proposition bears the
burden appropriate to that proposition. The second says that a listener who has not asserted the
negation does not inherit a burden to prove it. The listener may still explain why the offered case
fails, but need not provide a total theory of reality before withholding belief.

This is a dialogue rule, not a guarantee that every unasserted belief is rational. Private confidence still
answers to evidence. The formula blocks only the transfer by which one person’s affirmative Christian
claim is treated as established until the skeptic explains everything else.

A.8 Action does not manufacture belief
RationalAct(x, α | E, U) ⇏ B(x, p) ∨

(
cx(p) > sE(p)

)
. (8)

Plain-English annotation. A person can rationally choose action α after considering evidence E

and the utilities or consequences U . That practical result does not imply that the person believes p,
and it does not permit confidence in p to exceed the evidence. Evacuating for a small fire risk can
be prudent without believing the building is probably burning.
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The same distinction applies to religious action. High stakes might justify inquiry, conditional prayer,
attendance, or another exploratory policy. They do not change the evidence for a Christian proposition.
If sincere belief is required, practical calculation cannot supply it by decree.

A.9 The central deduction
Let S be the standard faith-reversal slogan understood as a rational and critical comparison.

S → ValidMore(a, c, F ) ∧ Critical(F ), (9)
ValidMore(a, c, F ) → F ∈ {FO, FX , FP }, (10)

F = FO → ¬Critical(F ), (11)
F = FX → SymmetricAudit(E), (12)
F = FP → ¬BeliefRanking(F ), (13)

∴ S →
(
Trivial ∨ AuditRequired ∨ CategoryError

)
. (14)

Plain-English annotation. Equation (9) states what the slogan promises: a valid comparison with
critical force. Equation (10) limits the relevant meanings to ordinary reliance, evidential excess, or
practical commitment. Equations (11)–(13) apply the trilemma. Equation (14) gives the result: the
slogan must become trivial, submit to a symmetrical evidential audit, or compare unlike attitudes.
None is the quick Christian victory advertised by “more faith.”

The deduction does not prove that Christianity is false or that no atheist overbelieves. It proves that
the slogan cannot establish either conclusion by itself. If a speaker chooses the evidential-excess branch
and supplies the missing audit, the resulting argument must be evaluated on its evidence. At that point
the slogan has ceased to do argumentative work.

A.10 Scope of the verdict
¬RationalComparison(S) ⇏ ¬p ∨ Irrational(every religious faith). (15)

Plain-English annotation. Rejecting the faith-reversal slogan does not prove that the Christian
proposition p is false, and it does not prove that every religious use of faith is irrational. The
conclusion targets the slogan’s comparison, equivocation, and burden reversal. Specific beliefs,
trusts, and commitments remain open to separate evaluation.

The limit is not a retreat. It is the result demanded by the argument. The slogan fails before the
truth of Christianity or strong atheism is decided. Its failure removes a shortcut and returns the debate
to the only defensible terrain: specified claims, proportionate confidence, public reasons, and honest
practical choices.

A successful rebuttal must therefore do more than supply another definition of faith. It must choose
one attitude, identify the propositions assigned to a and c, state the relevant evidence E, defend the
support level sE for each proposition, and show that the proposed comparison survives the same standard
on both sides. If the chosen attitude is practical commitment, the rebuttal must also explain why a
rational policy is supposed to rank truth-directed belief. If the attitude is evidential excess, the rebuttal
must display the excess rather than infer it from unanswered questions. The same demand prevents an
atheist from winning by simply defining all Christian faith as blind.
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