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Central claim
Faith is unavoidable only after the word is diluted into ordinary reliance under uncertainty. That broad sense is universal but cannot
defend religious overbelief; the narrower senses that could matter—credence beyond evidence or protected commitment—are optional,
evidentially answerable, or non-doxastic. Uncertainty forces decisions, not inflated belief.
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The target is the inference from universal uncertainty to the normality of religious faith. The paper does not assume that every
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comparison does not prove every religious claim false; it shows why uncertainty alone cannot justify protected confidence.
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Abstract

The claim that faith is unavoidable begins with a truth and purchases its conclusion through a
definition switch. Finite agents cannot eliminate uncertainty, verify every source independently, or
postpone every decision. It does not follow that anyone must believe beyond the evidence, protect a
commitment from correction, or treat religious faith as epistemically ordinary. This paper argues that
the unavoidability maneuver is intrinsically irrational as an inference: it expands faith to include any
fallible reliance, then contracts the term when religious confidence is praised or shielded.

The argument separates five attitudes—reliance, trust, graded credence, practical commitment,
and evidential excess—and tests each against its proper standard. Bayesian language clarifies
proportionality without pretending that evidence always fixes one exact number: a rational credence
may occupy a defensible interval, while overbelief begins above that interval. Public confidence in
bridges, aircraft, medicine, memory, testimony, induction, and logic is not rational because those
practices are unavoidable or presupposed. It is defeasibly earned through predictive success, cross-
checking, error detection, and correction. Religious claims may have evidence, but they cannot borrow
the standing of these practices while refusing the update conditions that produced it.

Action-centered and relational accounts of faith identify real forms of commitment that need
not entail unsupported belief. They therefore clarify rather than defeat the argument. Stakes can
rationally change what a person does; they cannot make weak evidence stronger or sincere belief
appear on command. The result is polemical but bounded: this paper does not disprove Christianity,
deny properly basic warrant, or condemn every religious trust. It shows that no stable meaning makes
faith both unavoidable and apologetically vindicating. Uncertainty requires honest calibration and
sometimes decisive action; it never supplies a license to outrun evidence.

Keywords: faith; evidential proportionality; credence; trust; reliance; practical commitment; evidential-
ism; Christian apologetics

1 Introduction: The Word Does the Work

“Everyone has faith” is presented as a humbling fact about finite minds. We board aircraft without
inspecting every rivet, cross bridges without reproducing the engineering calculations, accept testimony
we did not independently witness, use memories known to be fallible, and expect regularities to continue.
No one possesses certainty. Therefore, the argument concludes, religious faith cannot be singled out as
an epistemic defect. Everyone already lives by it.

Frank Turek states the maneuver unusually clearly. An official CrossExamined presentation promises
to show that everyone has faith, while an earlier article defines faith as believing without complete
evidence and infers that every person must possess some amount because no one is all-knowing (Turek
2007; Turek 2021). That sequence supplies a useful target because its first premise is undeniable: human
evidence is incomplete. Its final claim is not. Incompleteness is a feature of nearly every empirical
inquiry; excess confidence is a relation between a particular confidence and the evidence available for it.

The crucial question is not whether a person lacks certainty. It is whether the person’s confidence is
proportioned to the evidence, whether trust is answerable to reliability, and whether practical commitment
is being mistaken for belief. A traveler may act on a 5-percent storm risk without believing a storm
is likely. A physician may treat the best-supported diagnosis while remaining uncertain. A juror may
withhold conviction without believing the defendant certainly innocent. Fallible life forces policies and
reliance. It does not force us to pretend that a proposition is better supported than it is.

The word faith obscures this difference by moving among mental states. Contemporary philosophy
treats faith variously as belief, acceptance, trust, hope, resilience, commitment, or action (Audi 2008;
Bishop and McKaughan 2023). The diversity is not itself a criticism. It becomes a problem only when
one meaning establishes universality and another supplies religious praise or protection. Ordinary reliance
makes faith universal but epistemically thin. Confidence beyond evidence has critical force but is not
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universal. Practical commitment may be rational under risk but does not establish that its guiding
proposition is true.

The governing thesis is therefore stronger than the observation that faith is ambiguous. The unavoid-
ability maneuver cannot preserve one meaning through its own inference. It must either become trivial,
submit each disputed belief to a symmetrical evidential audit, or leave truth-directed belief and speak
only about action or relationship. The maneuver is not a deep insight about universal dependence. It is
semantic laundering: uncertainty enters at one end, and religious vindication is announced at the other
without the bridge that would connect them.

The scope is exact. A God-concept will mean a specified conception of a deity, not theism in general. A
Christian God-concept and its historical or revelatory claims may receive rational support; a nonbeliever
may also hold beliefs dogmatically. This paper does not settle those claim-level disputes by identity. It
rejects the attempt to normalize a distinctive religious confidence merely by pointing out that every
human being is finite.

2 The Strongest Unavoidability Case

A fair critique should begin with the strongest version, not with the caricature that faith means believing
for no reason. The defender can make four legitimate observations.

First, evidence is incomplete. Most responsible beliefs fall short of certainty, and a person cannot
personally verify every premise on which daily life depends. Second, testimony and trust are indispensable.
Knowledge is socially distributed, so reliance on people and institutions is not an avoidable defect. Third,
some forms of faith are practical or relational rather than merely propositional. Trusting a person
includes vulnerability, commitment, and a willingness to continue a relationship through difficulty. Fourth,
epistemic justification need not always take the form of a conscious argument. Plantinga’s model of
properly basic Christian belief is designed to show how belief could have warrant without being inferred
from other propositions, if the relevant cognitive process and theological account are true (Plantinga
2000).

These points defeat a crude demand for deductive proof before any action, trust, or belief. They do
not establish the unavoidability thesis. The conclusion requires at least one of three further claims:

1. ordinary reliance and religious faith are the same attitude under the same standard;
2. incomplete evidence forces confidence above the level supported by that evidence; or
3. a rational practical commitment raises the rational credence of the proposition on which one acts.

None follows. The first ignores differences in object, reliability, feedback, and correction. The second
confuses uncertainty with overbelief. The third confuses what to do with what to believe. A strong
theory of faith may defend a religious commitment in some cases, but then that theory and its supporting
reasons do the work. Human finitude does not.

The strongest case also exposes the maneuver’s instability. When challenged, the defender may say
faith is simply trust based on evidence. If so, faith is not an escape from evidential appraisal; its
rationality depends on the quality of the evidence and the reliability of the trusted source. The defender
may instead say faith begins where public evidence leaves matters undecided. If so, faith is not the same
as ordinary bridge confidence. Or the defender may say faith is steadfast practical commitment despite
uncertainty. If so, the discussion has shifted from credence to action. Each version may be coherent. No
version is both automatically universal and automatically vindicating.
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3 Five Attitudes Hidden Inside One Word

The debate becomes manageable once the attitudes are separated. Table 1 records their different objects,
standards, and failure modes. The table is not a complete theory of faith. Its narrower purpose is

category control: an inference may not establish one row and take credit for another.

Table 1: Attitudes commonly routed through the word faith.

Attitude Immediate object Rational standard Characteristic failure
Reliance A process, source, or working Need, reliability, fallback Depending without checking
assumption options, and risk controls available safeguards
Trust A person, group, or institution = Track record, competence, Extending trust beyond the
incentives, honesty, and trusted domain or record
correction
Credence A proposition that can be true  Strength and direction of the Confidence materially above or
or false total relevant evidence below what the evidence
supports
Practical A policy, relationship, project, Evidence together with costs, Treating a prudent action
commitment or course of action benefits, timing, and threshold as a truth threshold

Evidential excess

The gap between actual
credence and supported
credence

opportunity

Symmetrical assessment of
proposition, evidence,
alternatives, and defeaters

Protecting confidence from the
evidence that should reduce it

3.1 Reliance and trust

Reliance is often unavoidable in the modest sense that no finite person can perform every task alone.
Yet unavoidable dependence does not settle which object deserves reliance or how far it should extend.
We can rely on a bridge for crossing while declining to treat its designer as an authority on medicine.
We can use memory while checking it against records. We can accept an expert consensus while lowering
confidence when the relevant field lacks replication, shared measurement, or effective criticism.

Trust is richer because it can involve vulnerability and expectations about another agent. Religious
faith may legitimately include this relational dimension. Howard-Snyder and McKaughan analyze
resilience as a disposition to overcome challenges to continued reliance (Howard-Snyder and McKaughan
2022). But resilience is not automatically truth-conducive. It can express loyalty in a healthy relationship,
or it can keep a person attached to an unreliable source. Its rationality depends partly on what is trusted,
for what, and against which possible defeaters.

3.2 Credence

A credence is a degree of confidence that a proposition is true. Bayesian epistemology gives precise
models of how degrees of belief should cohere and update, though the central point does not require
invented percentages (Howson and Urbach 2006; Titelbaum 2022). Evidence can support high, moderate,
low, or suspended confidence. The absence of certainty is not an empty region called faith; it is the
ordinary territory of graded belief.

Credence is also not the same as a social label. Two Christians may assign different confidence to a
resurrection claim; two atheists may differ over metaphysical naturalism; one agnostic may lean in one
direction without asserting either conclusion. A rational audit evaluates the person—proposition—evidence
relation. It does not infer a degree of confidence from group membership.
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3.3 Acceptance and practical commitment

Acceptance can guide reasoning or action within a context without being identical to belief (Cohen
1992). A rescue team can organize around the best current search area while admitting that another area
remains more probable than the team’s practical language suggests. A patient can consent to treatment
because it offers the best expected outcome without believing recovery is likely.

Action-centered accounts of faith exploit this important space. Buchak argues that faith can involve
ending a search for further evidence and acting on a proposition without requiring a degree of belief
unsupported by evidence (Buchak 2012). McKaughan likewise develops action-centered faith that can
persist amid doubt (McKaughan 2016). These views make religious commitment more intelligible. They
also block the unavoidability maneuver from using practical faith to rank beliefs. A rational action is
not a probability report.

3.4 Evidential excess

The epistemically critical sense is confidence that outruns evidential support, resists relevant correction,
or receives protection that comparable beliefs would not receive. Clifford dramatized this concern with a
shipowner who reassures himself instead of investigating the vessel’s safety; contemporary evidentialism
develops more moderate and varied accounts of evidence-based justification (Clifford 1877; Conee and
Feldman 2004; Chignell 2018).

Calling this defect faith is optional and often confusing. The paper will use evidential excess or
overbelief. These terms identify the relation that matters without prejudging every religious use of faith.
A Christian, atheist, historian, physician, or voter can overbelieve. The defect is not religious identity. It
is failure of calibration.

4 Uncertainty Is Not Epistemic License

The unavoidability maneuver trades on a false binary: either a person has certainty or the person has
faith. Almost all rational empirical belief lies between those poles. A forecast can be well supported at
70 percent; a diagnosis can be the best available explanation while remaining doubtful; testimony can
justify modest confidence; a historical conclusion can be more probable than its rivals without becoming
certain.

Incomplete evidence therefore changes the warranted strength of belief. It does not erase the scale.
Suppose two people possess the same limited evidence. One suspends judgment; the other reports
absolute certainty. Their shared uncertainty does not make their attitudes epistemically equal. The
second person has added confidence not supplied by the common evidence. Labeling the shared evidence
gap as faith hides the very difference that needs evaluation.

The move from uncertainty to license also confuses an information limit with a permission. Not
knowing everything may excuse the absence of certainty. It does not positively support whichever
conclusion a person prefers. Ignorance does not distribute evidential credit evenly across all compatible
claims. If ten incompatible explanations fit a thin record, the record’s incompleteness is a reason to lower
confidence or seek discriminating evidence, not a reason to choose one with greater conviction.

James offers a serious challenge to strict evidentialism, but not a blank check. His defense concerns
options that are live, forced, momentous, and not decidable on intellectual grounds alone (James 1896;
Chignell 2018). Even if those conditions sometimes permit a passional commitment, permissibility is not
inevitability. Nor does practical urgency make the selected proposition more likely. A person may need
to choose a path while honestly admitting that the evidence does not settle which path describes reality.
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The missing bridge

From “everyone must sometimes rely or act without certainty” it does not follow that “everyone
must believe beyond the evidence.” The first is a constraint on finite action. The second is a
preventable failure of epistemic calibration.

5 Calibration Without Fake Precision

The inherited formula Cr(p) > Ev(p) captured the direction of excess but invited an unnecessary objection.
Evidence does not always assign one uniquely measurable warrant value. Reasonable people can disagree
within a range because priors, source assessments, model choices, and imprecise information leave more
than one defensible credence.

A better model uses a calibration band. For a proposition p and relevant evidence F, let the defensible
credence interval run from a lower bound to an upper bound. A person’s confidence is calibrated when it
falls inside that band, underconfident when it falls materially below it, and overconfident when it rises
materially above it. The model does not pretend that every philosophical dispute yields public decimal
values. It states the comparison the rhetoric must eventually face: does the strength of confidence remain
within the range that the evidence can defend?

This refinement matters for two reasons. First, it prevents the critique from demanding a precision
unavailable in history, theology, or ordinary life. Second, it shows why imprecision does not rescue
unlimited belief. A blurry boundary is still a boundary. We may disagree whether a body of evidence
warrants moderate or moderately high confidence while agreeing that certainty is unsupported.

Calibration is also dynamic. Rational confidence has an update profile: it rises with genuinely
favorable evidence, falls with defeaters, and remains unsettled when the record is mixed. Bayesian
conditionalization is one influential model of such updating, but the paper’s demand is broader: identify
what would count for, against, or between the live claims, and allow those results to affect confidence
(Titelbaum 2022). A position that treats favorable outcomes as confirmation and unfavorable outcomes
as mystery has no honest demotion rule.

The requirement is goal-relative rather than a claim about objective moral facts. If a person’s
epistemic aim is accurate representation, successful prediction, or reduced error, then confidence should
be responsive to truth-indicative evidence. Someone may choose other aims—comfort, solidarity, courage,
identity—but those benefits do not become evidence merely because they matter.

6 Reasons Must Reach the Foundations

A common reply says that every worldview begins with unproved presuppositions. Logic, induction,
perception, memory, and testimony allegedly rest on faith, so religious starting points are not uniquely
vulnerable. This answer concedes too much and proves too little.

No retained confidence deserves exemption merely because it lies near a foundation. The demand for
reasons does not require an impossible proof from premises that themselves need no support. Reasons can
form a network: perception is checked against other observers and instruments; memory is compared with
records; testimony is weighted by competence, independence, incentives, and past accuracy; induction
earns confidence by repeated predictive success; logical practices preserve consistency and generate
reliable consequences that can be tested against outcomes. Haack’s account of evidence emphasizes the
interaction of experiential support and mutual constraint rather than a choice between an unsupported
foundation and pure coherence (Haack 1993).

Logic is not rational because everyone must presuppose it. Its rules earn exceptionally strong, still
defeasible confidence through a vast record of successful prediction, contradiction detection, engineering,
measurement, and coordination. When a pattern of inference fails, we locate the equivocation, invalid
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form, false premise, or limitation and correct it. The practice exposes itself to consequences not controlled
by our preferences.

This is not vicious self-certification. Any method must use some cognitive resources while assessing
itself, but it can still be constrained by independent prediction, cross-checking, error rates, and comparison
with alternatives. A thermometer is not trustworthy because it prints a certificate saying so; it earns
trust by agreeing with independent standards and predicting relevant outcomes. Reasoning practices are
tested in a more distributed way, but the principle is the same.

Religious claims are not disqualified because they lack deductive foundations. They are simply denied
a privilege unavailable elsewhere. If a Christian belief is properly basic in Plantinga’s externalist sense, its
warrant depends on the truth of the relevant theological model, proper cognitive function, an appropriate
environment, and resistance to defeaters (Plantinga 2000). That conditional account may answer one
de jure objection. It does not show that everyone has the same faith, give public reason to accept the
model, or allow any confidence to call itself foundational and leave the audit.

The rational alternative to presuppositional surrender is therefore tested fallibilism: reasons reach
every confidence, though they need not form a single vertical chain ending in certainty. They may be
empirical, comparative, predictive, coherent, testimonial, or reliabilist. What they may not be is a label
attached where inquiry becomes uncomfortable.

7 Why Bridges and Aircraft Do Not Rescue Religious Faith

The bridge analogy is useful once its actual structure is restored. Travelers do not normally inspect
bridges themselves. Their confidence nevertheless inherits support from engineering theory, material
testing, construction standards, inspections, failure investigations, legal accountability, and a large public
record of successful crossings. The evidence is distributed, but it is not absent.

The same point applies to aircraft, medicine, and expertise. Their institutions often fail, sometimes
catastrophically. Rational trust is not a declaration of perfection; it is a defeasible response to comparative
reliability and correction. Confidence should fall when accident rates rise, fraud appears, trials fail, or a
field cannot reproduce its results.

Table 2 isolates the features that do the epistemic work. Religious claims can possess some of
them: testimony, traditions of criticism, historical evidence, experienced transformation, or disciplined
communities. The table does not deny those resources. It denies the shortcut by which mere human
dependence gives them the same standing as publicly exposed systems.

The diagnostic question is simple: would confidence remain if the bridge behaved like the disputed
religious claim? Suppose structural failures were reclassified as deeper successes, inspection demands as
failures of loyalty, and rival bridge-builders as confirmation that bridge belief is universal. The resulting
confidence would not inherit the standing of engineering. It would be protected from engineering.

The comparison must remain symmetrical. A skeptic cannot celebrate science as self-correcting while
insulating a favored political, historical, or metaphysical claim from correction. The lesson is not that
religion alone is vulnerable. It is that public reliability comes from an update profile, not from the
prestige of the object trusted.
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Table 2: What public trust borrows from correction.

Case

Why reliance can be
rational

What lowers confidence

What the analogy cannot
supply

Bridge or aircraft

Medicine

Memory or testimony

Religious claim

Tested design, inspection,
public performance, and
failure investigation

Trials, mechanisms,
comparative outcomes,
adverse-event reporting, and
revision

Corroboration, source access,
consistency, independence, and
known error patterns
Historical, experiential,
testimonial, or explanatory
evidence specific to the claim

Structural defects, accidents,
poor maintenance, or failed
oversight

Failed replication, harms, bias,
or better treatment evidence

Conflict, incentives, suggestion,
delay, or contrary records

Rival explanations, failed
predictions, contradictions,
unreliable transmission, or

Support for a miracle,
revelation, or Christian
God-concept

A general license to trust any
valued authority

Equal credibility for all
memories or witnesses

The standing of public
systems without their
correction conditions

hiddenness

8 Action, Stakes, and Honest Belief

Practical decisions are often sensitive to small probabilities because consequences differ. A person may
evacuate when a fire is unlikely, purchase insurance against a rare loss, or investigate a medical warning
with a high false-positive rate. The rationality of these actions depends on both probability and payoff.
None requires the person to believe the feared event is likely.

This distinction matters directly for religious commitment. A person may judge that attending a
service, praying conditionally, reading scripture, or exploring a community has low cost and possible
benefit. Such actions can be rational experiments under uncertainty. They do not increase the evidential
probability of the Christian proposition merely because the stakes feel enormous.

Buchak’s model is especially instructive because it separates faith from unsupported credence. Faith
can involve ending further evidence search and acting on a proposition when delay, inquiry, or divided
commitment has costs (Buchak 2012). This may explain why waiting indefinitely is not always rational.
It cannot justify reporting a stronger belief than the evidence supports. The practical threshold and the
credence remain different quantities.

Bishop defends a more explicitly supra-evidential venture: practical commitment to a religious
proposition under evidential ambiguity, constrained by moral and rational conditions (Bishop 2007).
Even this sophisticated defense does not make the venture unavoidable. It identifies a controversial
permission and a set of constraints. A person may decline the venture, suspend judgment, or take
exploratory action without asserting the proposition as true.

Belief also resists direct command. We can choose what to examine, whom to hear, which habits to
cultivate, and how to act. We cannot normally make ourselves sincerely believe that a bridge is sound
merely because crossing would be useful. If a biblical deity requires honest belief, a wager or pragmatic
calculation cannot supply it by decree. One must either acknowledge the actual degree of confidence or
perform certainty for social or religious purposes. An omniscient deity, if such a being exists, would not
be fooled by the performance.

The honest vocabulary is therefore conditional. “I do not know, but I choose this practice” reports
action without fabricating evidence. “I hope this is true” reports desire without turning it into credence.
“I trust this community within these limits” identifies an object and boundary. These statements may
describe serious faith. What they cannot do is make evidential overbelief unavoidable.



The Unavoidability Maneuver Phil Stilwell

9 Resilience, Relationship, and the Price of Protection

Relational faith is often defended by analogy with loyalty to a friend or partner. Good relationships
do not collapse at the first ambiguous sign. Trust includes patience, charitable interpretation, and
resilience through difficulty. Howard-Snyder and McKaughan are right to emphasize that faith can
involve continuing reliance rather than merely holding a proposition (Howard-Snyder and McKaughan
2022).

Yet healthy resilience has stopping conditions. Repeated deception, exploitation, disappearance, or
incompatible testimony can rationally reduce trust. A friend receives interpretive charity because of an
established relationship and track record, not because loyalty magically improves the evidence. Even
then, one can remain loyal in action while lowering belief about what the friend has done.

Religious resilience may likewise be understandable without being evidentially decisive. A believer
may retain a practice through doubt, preserve community ties, or interpret a period of silence within
a longer personal history. The public question remains whether the confidence in specific propositions
responds appropriately to the evidence. The private meaning of resilience cannot substitute for a public
demonstration of reliability.

The cost appears when every apparent defeater is absorbed. If answered prayer supports the account
but unanswered prayer is mysterious wisdom, if felt presence supports it but absence is a test, and if
every rival testimony is explained away by cultural error while one’s own is treated as direct access, the
position may remain logically possible. It has surrendered the asymmetric update profile needed to claim
public confirmation.

This point does not assume that a single failed expectation refutes a complex theology. Auxiliary
explanations can be legitimate. The demand is comparative: explanations should be independently
motivated, constrained, and vulnerable to evidence. An explanation introduced only after each failure
can protect belief without increasing its truth.

10 The Semantic Trilemma

The unavoidability claim can now be tested under three stable meanings. The first horn makes the slogan
true by making it empty. If faith means any fallible reliance, then using a map, remembering breakfast,
and accepting a laboratory measurement count as faith. But their rational standing still depends on
reliability and evidence. The religious conclusion gains nothing from the label.

The second horn restores critical force. If faith means believing beyond evidence, it names a genuine
problem. It is not universal. A person can calibrate confidence, suspend judgment, or remain undercon-
fident. The defender must now identify the propositions, estimate the evidence-supported range, and
compare actual credences under one rule. Religious identity earns no exemption.

The third horn concerns practical or relational faith. Some action is unavoidable because refusing to
choose can itself have consequences. Yet no one specific policy is universally forced, and action does
not settle belief. This horn may defend committed practice in some circumstances. It cannot convert
uncertainty into evidence for the religious proposition.

The trilemma is exhaustive for the maneuver’s work. A more complex theory can combine reliance,
credence, emotion, commitment, and resilience, but complexity does not repair the inference. The
defender must still say which component is unavoidable, which component is praised, and why support
transfers between them. Table 3 summarizes the result.
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Table 3: No stable meaning makes faith both unavoidable and vindicating.

Why apologetic

Stable meaning Is it unavoidable? What follows? e N . .
vindication fails
Ordinary reliance Broadly yes for finite agents We must use fallible sources Universality says nothing
under uncertainty and methods about which religious
proposition is true or well
supported
Evidential excess or No; calibration and Excess is a defect wherever it ~ The claim requires a
protected confidence suspension are available occurs symmetrical,
proposition-specific evidential
audit
Practical or relational Sometimes forced as action; A policy or relationship may Rational action does not
commitment never one mandatory object be rational despite uncertainty imply belief or raise the
evidence for the guiding
proposition

11 Objections and Replies

11.1 “Complete evidence is impossible, so some faith remains”

Complete evidence is not the standard. Proportionality is. A rational credence can be tentative, interval-
valued, and open to revision. Calling the residual possibility of error faith makes even excellent knowledge
partly faith, but it does not show evidential excess or support a religious claim. The maneuver wins
universality only by counting epistemic humility as its opposite.

11.2 “Faith is trust based on evidence”

Then evidence and source reliability do the justificatory work. The paper welcomes the clarification and
asks for the relevant record, domain, confidence, and correction conditions. Once these are supplied, the
debate has become an ordinary claim-level audit. The word faith adds a relational description, not an
exemption from evidence.

11.3 “Some beliefs are properly basic”

Inference is not the only route to warrant. Perception and memory often produce beliefs without a
conscious argument, and Plantinga proposes an analogous model for Christian belief (Plantinga 2000).
But a model showing how a belief could be warranted if a theological account is true does not show that
all people possess equivalent faith or that public critics should accept the account. Proper basicality also
does not erase defeaters. The reply may preserve rational Christian belief; it abandons the universal-faith
inference.

11.4 “Faith is rational steadfastness, not overbelief”

Steadfastness can be rational when it protects a worthwhile project from noise, temptation, or premature
abandonment. It can also become obstinacy when strong defeaters accumulate. The distinction depends
on evidence, track record, and stopping conditions. A disposition to persist is not universal in every
domain, and its practical value does not establish the truth of its object.

11.5 “James permits belief beyond evidence”

James addresses a limited class of genuine options, not every religious preference (James 1896). Even
granting his permission, a permitted venture is not an unavoidable human condition. The opponent can
also distinguish permission to commit from evidence that makes the proposition likely. James broadens
the ethics of belief; he does not validate the inference from finite uncertainty to universal religious faith.

10
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11.6 “Evidence is too contested to define calibration”

Contestation widens the defensible interval and increases the need for modesty. It does not remove every
limit. Historians can disagree about a conclusion while rejecting fabricated certainty; physicians can
disagree about treatment while excluding unsupported cures. A person who invokes evidential ambiguity
must accept its downward pressure on confidence as well as its room for disagreement.

11.7 “Everyone starts from presuppositions”

Starting points are psychologically inevitable; epistemic exemptions are not. Logic, perception, memory,
testimony, and induction remain answerable to their performance, coherence, cross-checks, and failures.
Their support can be networked and retrospective rather than deductively prior. A religious premise
may enter the same network, but it cannot gain credibility merely by being called foundational.

11.8 “The critique unfairly singles out religion”

The standard is symmetrical. A skeptic who assigns certainty to materialism, dismisses every anomaly by
definition, or treats scientific prestige as proof of a metaphysical package may overbelieve. The correction
is claim-specific calibration, not the declaration that everyone has faith. Universalizing the label prevents
discrimination between careful and careless reasoning on both sides.

12 A Burden-Respecting Replacement
The slogan can be replaced by a short audit that preserves uncertainty without laundering it.
1. State the proposition. Replace identity labels with a sentence capable of being true or false.

2. Name the attitude. Is the person reporting credence, trust, hope, acceptance, loyalty, commitment,
or action?

3. Identify the evidence. Include supporting data, counterevidence, source reliability, live alterna-
tives, and relevant background knowledge.

4. State a defensible confidence range. Exact numbers are optional; comparative strength and
acknowledged uncertainty are not.

5. Name the update conditions. Say what would raise, lower, or leave confidence unchanged.

6. Separate action from belief. Add costs, rewards, timing, and risk only when deciding what to
do; do not relabel them as evidence.

7. Apply one standard. Evaluate Christian, atheist, and other claims under the same rules of
support and correction.

This procedure permits strong belief where evidence is strong, suspension where it is mixed, and
decisive action where delay is costly. It also makes room for trust and commitment without pretending
that every reliance is one quantity called faith. A believer can say, “I choose this practice while my
confidence remains limited.” A skeptic can say, “I reject this argument without claiming a complete
alternative worldview.” Both statements are more honest than the universal-faith slogan.

The replacement is less rhetorically satisfying because it removes the equalizer. It returns the burden
to the proposition. That is precisely its virtue. The question is no longer whether everyone has something
that can be named faith. The question is whether this confidence, in this proposition, has earned its
strength.
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13 Conclusion

The claim that faith is unavoidable is true only after faith has been emptied of the feature
that needed defense. Ordinary reliance under uncertainty is unavoidable. Evidential excess is not.
Practical commitment may be rational when evidence is incomplete, but it does not raise the evidential
support or manufacture sincere belief. No stable definition delivers universality, critical force, and
religious vindication together.

The maneuver therefore fails at its central bridge. It begins with human finitude, then smuggles in a
permission to treat religious confidence as epistemically ordinary. Bridges, aircraft, medicine, testimony,
memory, induction, and logic do not receive rational standing from inevitability. They earn defeasible
confidence through success, comparison, cross-checking, and correction. A religious claim can earn
confidence too, but it must do so through its own evidence and update profile.

The strongest replies clarify the result. Action-centered faith can make commitment rational without
belief; resilient faith can describe a relationship without settling its propositional truth; properly basic
warrant can challenge a narrow inferentialism without giving public evidence for every theological
model. Each reply may preserve something important. None proves that evidentially inflated belief is
unavoidable.

This is an internal coherence and evidential audit of the universal-faith maneuver. It does not disprove
Christianity, deny every rational religious trust, establish strong atheism, or require certainty before
action. Its conclusion is narrower and more damaging to the slogan: the maneuver cannot jointly preserve
one meaning of faith, the truth of universality, and the apologetic conclusion it advertises.

That boundary is not a retreat. The slogan was offered to neutralize criticism without performing a
claim-level comparison. Once its categories are fixed, it either says the trivial truth that finite agents
rely, admits the avoidable defect of overbelief, or describes a practical choice orthogonal to truth-directed
credence. What remains is not a universal defense of faith. It is the ordinary obligation to believe as far
as the evidence goes—and no farther.

A Formal Reconstruction of the Central Thesis

This appendix states the argument first in ordinary language and then in symbols. The notation makes
the definition switches visible; it does not make the empirical or philosophical premises true by stipulation.
Every substantive formula is followed by a plain-English explanation.

A.1 Ordinary-language reconstruction

P1. A successful unavoidability defense must use one stable meaning of faith from its premise about
finite reliance to its conclusion about religious rationality.

P2. If faith means ordinary reliance under uncertainty, faith is broadly unavoidable but the premise
supplies no evidential support for a particular religious proposition.

P3. If faith means confidence above the evidence-supported range, faith is epistemically critical but
avoidable through calibration or suspension.

P4. If faith means practical or relational commitment, such faith may be rational under uncertainty but
does not imply belief or increase evidential support.

P5. These are the meanings that perform the maneuver’s work, and none is both unavoidable and
apologetically vindicating.

P6. Therefore the universal-faith maneuver fails. Any defensible successor must evaluate specific beliefs,
trusts, and actions under their own evidence and standards.
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The inference is valid as a semantic trilemma if the three operative meanings are held fixed. Its
premises are supported by conceptual distinctions among reliance, credence, and action, together with
the empirical possibility of calibrated confidence and suspension. The conclusion does not establish that

Christianity is false or that no religious faith is rational.

A.2 Symbols
Let:

e A: the set of finite agents under discussion;

e P: the set of propositions on which those agents may rely or deliberate;

e a: one agent in A;

e p: one specified proposition in P;

o cq(p): agent a’s actual credence in p;

o Jg(p): the interval of credences defensible on the total relevant evidence E for p;
Lg(p): the lower bound of that defensible interval;

e ug(p): the upper bound of that defensible interval;

o Xg(a,p): agent a’s evidential excess concerning p;

o R(a,p): a relies on p while lacking certainty;

o K(a,p): a practically commits on the supposition that p;

o B(a,p): a believes that p;

e Q(a,p): a’s religious faith concerning p is rational;

e F': one stable meaning assigned to the word faith;

e Fpg, Fx, and Fi: faith understood respectively as reliance, evidential excess, and practical commitment;
o U(F): faith meaning F' is unavoidable for finite agents;

o D(F): faith meaning F has critical force as an epistemic defect;

o V(F): faith meaning F by itself vindicates a religious proposition;

o S: the standard unavoidability maneuver succeeds as an argument.

A.3 Calibration band
ca(p) € Je(p) = [le(p), us(p)].

Plain-English annotation. The formula says that a rational degree of confidence can fall anywhere
inside a defensible interval. The lower and upper bounds represent reasonable disagreement and
imprecision in the evidence. The formula does not claim that every dispute yields exact numbers; it
shows that uncertainty can permit a range without permitting any confidence whatsoever.

The interval model is deliberately more modest than assigning one point value to evidential warrant.

When evidence is noisy or priors remain disputed, Jg(p) may be wide. A wide range recommends caution.

It does not turn certainty into a licensed response.

A.4 Evidential excess

Xp(a,p) = max(0, cq(p) — up(p)).

Plain-English annotation. The formula measures only overconfidence. If the agent’s credence stays
at or below the highest level the evidence can defend, evidential excess is zero. If confidence rises
above that upper boundary, the positive gap records the excess. The formula does not say the belief
is false; it says the strength of belief outruns its current support.

(2)

This definition applies symmetrically. Religious and nonreligious identities do not determine Xg(a, p).

The proposition, evidence, confidence, and defended upper bound must be specified.
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A.5 Uncertainty does not force excess
(Va€ A3p € P: R(a,p)) # (Vac€ A3pe P: Xg(a,p) >0). (3)

Plain-English annotation. The left side says every finite person must sometimes rely on a proposition
without certainty. The crossed arrow says this does not imply the right side: that every person
must be more confident than the evidence allows. Reliance may be unavoidable while overbelief
remains avoidable through modest confidence, suspension, or explicit uncertainty.

Equation 3 isolates the missing bridge in the popular argument. A limit on information does not
determine a defective response to that limit.

A.6 Commitment does not manufacture belief
K (a,p) # B(a,p) A (ca(p) > up(p)). (4)

Plain-English annotation. The formula says that practical commitment on the supposition that p
does not logically imply belief in p or confidence above the evidence-supported range. A person can
act, hope, investigate, or remain loyal while admitting uncertainty. Practical reasons govern the
policy; they do not automatically become evidence for the proposition.

The formula is compatible with theories on which some instances of faith include both belief and
action. It denies only an automatic implication. The belief component still needs its own warrant.

A.7 The semantic trilemma

F=Fgr = U(F)A-D(F)A-V(F), (5)
F=Fx = D(F)A-U(F)A-V(F), (6)
F=Fx = -V(F) (7)

Plain-English annotation. The first line says reliance-faith can be unavoidable but is neither an
epistemic defect nor evidence for a religious proposition. The second says excess-faith is genuinely
defective but not unavoidable, and the label alone vindicates nothing. The third says practical-faith
may or may not be widespread, but commitment by itself does not establish the truth of its object.
No line supplies all the features the maneuver needs.

A.8 The central deduction

S—)EFE{FR,F)(,FK}:U(F)/\V(F), (8)
VI € {FR,F)(,FK}, _|(U(F) /\V(F)), (9)
8. (10)

Plain-English annotation. The first line says the maneuver needs one stable meaning of faith that
is both unavoidable and religiously vindicating. The second applies the earlier results: no operative
meaning has both properties. The final line therefore rejects the maneuver. A separate evidential
case for a religious proposition remains possible; the universality slogan supplies none of it.
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The deduction is valid given the stated meaning set and the requirement that one definition remain
fixed. A critic could challenge the set by proposing another stable meaning. That proposal must still show
both genuine unavoidability and a non-question-begging route to religious vindication. Merely combining
the three existing meanings does not help, because the defender must identify which component supplies
each premise and why its support transfers.

A.9 Scope of the verdict
=S % —p V Va € A-Q(a,p). (11)

Plain-English annotation. Rejecting the unavoidability maneuver does not prove that the religious
proposition p is false, and it does not prove that every person’s religious faith concerning p is irrational.
The conclusion removes one shortcut. Specific beliefs, trusts, experiences, and commitments still
require their own evaluation.

The scope limit preserves the paper’s actual target. The maneuver fails before Christianity or
strong atheism is decided. Its failure returns the discussion to specified propositions, evidence-sensitive
confidence, tested trust, and practical choices honestly described as choices.

A.10 Worked application

Suppose the bridge proposition says that a particular bridge will bear ordinary traffic, while the religious
proposition states a specified religious claim. Repeated load tests, inspected materials, independent
engineering standards, a public record of crossings, and procedures for investigating failure may place
high confidence in the bridge proposition inside its defensible interval. The traveler still relies without
certainty. Nothing in that reliance entails evidential excess, and nothing about the bridge sets the
evidence-supported range for the religious proposition.

Now suppose a person assigns high confidence to the religious proposition. The formalism does not
classify that confidence by religious identity. If the confidence lies inside its evidence-supported interval,
the present objection does not call it evidential excess. If it rises above the interval’s upper bound,
calling the excess faith does not erase the gap. The relevant dispute concerns the evidence, the proposed
bounds, the live alternatives, and the person’s responsiveness to counterevidence.

Finally, high stakes can lower an action threshold without moving either evidential boundary. A
person may investigate, attend, pray conditionally, or take a precaution because the possible outcome
matters. Practical commitment is not automatically belief or evidential excess. Uncertainty and stakes
can explain reliance or action; belief strength remains answerable to evidence.

A.11 Limits of the formalism

The interval Jg(p) is an analytic placeholder, not an oracle that prints indisputable numbers. Its bounds
must be defended by comparing the relevant evidence, background assumptions, alternative explanations,
and known sources of error. Disagreement about those inputs may widen the interval. It does not remove
the need to identify what would count as too much confidence.

The predicates also describe distinguishable features, not sealed psychological compartments. One
person may rely on a proposition, believe it, and commit to a course of action at the same time. The
notation prevents one feature from silently doing another’s work: reliance does not by itself establish
belief, commitment does not by itself raise evidential support, and a rationality verdict requires the
relevant standard to be stated.

The formal result is therefore diagnostic rather than metaphysically comprehensive. It does not derive
atheism, settle every theory of warrant, or quantify every religious experience. It identifies the burden
the slogan evades: the defender must keep the meaning of faith stable and supply a proposition-specific
bridge from evidence to confidence. Without that bridge, universality is rhetoric rather than support.
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