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Abstract
This article considers the claim made by William Clifford that no belief should be held without sufficient reason and its implications for belief in God and public theology.  Responses to Clifford, notably by William James, have tended to emphasize the personal side of religious belief.  Public theology assumes a means for settling disputes through rational argumentation.  However, David Hume and Immanuel Kant raised significant challenges to belief in God, and this developed during the nineteenth century into a rejection of public theology.  This article traces the intellectual history behind Clifford’s claim, and argues that, by the time that Freud offered his claim that belief in God is immature, the justification for public theology had been undermined. By clearly identifying the challenge facing public theology, this article lays the framework for constructing a response to the critique of reason given by Kant and the scepticism of Hume.  If public theology is to be defended, this response is both necessary and timely.
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In his famous work on the ethics of belief, William Clifford argues that nothing should be believed anywhere at any time without sufficient reason.
 The most notable response to this is given by William James, who focuses on how religious experience can serve as a sufficient reason for the believer, although not necessarily for persons who have not had the experience.
 This response moves religious belief into the personal arena and makes it a matter of personal experience rather than publicly available proof. Public theology requires a means for public agreement, which presupposes the possibility of rational arguments and persuasion. In contemporary discussion about belief in God and public theology this subject is called divine hiddenness. Opponents of theistic belief argue that, if God exists, God would provide sufficient evidence for belief, and that the lack of this evidence is proof against the existence of God.
 In order to understand the claim that there is not sufficient reason for belief in God, and how this in turn affects public theology, I will trace the challenge given to proofs for God’s existence by David Hume and Immanuel Kant, and then how this influenced thinkers in the nineteenth century. This history ends with Sigmund Freud, who maintains that belief in God is immature and infantile and, therefore, that it should be given up when humanity reaches maturity. This claim turned public theology around by undermining the ability for ethical decisions to be based on belief in God; if belief in God is immature then so too are ethical theories based on that belief.

The relevance of this for contemporary public theology involves the way that it affects the use of moral justification in ethical issues. By undermining the ability to give a reasoned proof for God’s existence, Hume also challenged moral theories based on theological claims. While Kant defends belief in God as a necessary assumption for morality, it will be argued here that, in the philosophy of Nietzsche, the morality posited by Kant is abandoned and, therefore, belief in God is no longer a necessary assumption. The goal of following this intellectual history is to understand the strength of the challenges to theistic belief and public theology. Attempts to respond to the problem of divine hiddenness, which affirm that there is not sufficient reason to believe in God, also undermine the ability for there to be a public theology with publicly available means for solving disputes and coming to agreement.
 The only alternative is to provide a response to the challenges given to theistic proofs. The goal of this article is to make this case, and leave for another occasion the manner in which theistic proofs can be defended. 

Divine Hiddenness
In his recently updated work, Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason, J. L. Schellenberg argues that a perfectly loving God would provide evidence to put God’s existence beyond reasonable doubt, and yet there is reasonable doubt about God’s existence.
 The reality of reasonable doubt (or reasonable non-belief) provides, for Schellenberg, the basis for an argument against the existence of God. He argues that there exists only a weak epistemic situation for theism; a situation in which God’s existence is not beyond reasonable doubt.
 That there is only a weak epistemic situation can be justified by the reality of persons who have blame-free doubt about God’s existence and about God’s non-existence.
 In other words, after having considered arguments for both positions, they are not persuaded to agree with either.  And yet Schellenberg admits that there was a time when it was taken for granted that clear proof for God’s existence was available.
 In order to understand the change from commonly accepted successful proofs to the present state of reasonable non-belief, the following will consider the challenges to theistic proofs given by Hume, how these affect Kant, and the way that belief in God came to be viewed as immature.

David Hume
David Hume devastated the traditional proofs for God’s existence. It is commonly accepted that after Hume there can be no successful proof for God’s existence. A consideration of his challenge will help bring into focus the challenges facing public theology. If there is not public proof, then there can be no means for public agreement. Hume’s aim is to show that there can be no such proof. Hume concludes his Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding by undermining both a priori and a posteriori arguments for God’s existence:

Whatever is may not be. No negation of a fact can involve a contradiction. The non-existence of any being, without exception, is as clear and distinct an idea as its existence . . . The existence, therefore, of any being can only be proved by arguments from its cause or its effect; and these arguments are founded entirely on experience. If we reason a priori, anything may appear able to produce anything. The falling of a pebble may, for aught we know, extinguish the sun; or the wish of a man control the planets in their orbits. It is only experience which teaches us the nature and bounds of cause and effect, and enables us to infer the existence of one object from that of another.


To understand the challenge to theistic belief posed by Hume, it is necessary to understand his epistemology. Hume divides knowledge into two kinds:

All the objects of human reason or enquiry may naturally be divided into two kinds, to wit, Relations of Ideas, and Matters of Fact. Of the first kind are the science of Geometry, Algebra, and Arithmetic . . . Propositions of this kind are discoverable by the mere operation of thought, without dependence on what is anywhere existent in the universe.

The relations of ideas do not tell us anything about existence. If we are to have knowledge of what exists, it must be through knowledge of matters of fact. In this assertion Hume has already undermined the ontological argument, which is an argument from the relation of ideas to what exists. It is an a priori argument. Hume explains how, in his view, we can come to know of existence:
It may, therefore, be a subject worthy of curiosity, to enquire what is the nature of that evidence which assures us of any real existence and matter of fact, beyond the present testimony of our senses, or the records of our memory . . . All reasonings concerning matter of fact seem to be founded on the relation of Cause and Effect. By means of that relation alone we can go beyond the evidence of our memory and senses . . . If we would satisfy ourselves, therefore, concerning the nature of that evidence, which assures us of matters of fact, we must enquire how we arrive at the knowledge of cause and effect.
I shall venture to affirm, as a general proposition, which admits of no exception, that the knowledge of this relation is not, in any instance, attained by reasonings a priori; but arises entirely from experience, when we find that any particular objects are constantly conjoined together.

Having undermined the ontological argument, he has now also dismissed any cosmological argument. All cosmological arguments proceed by using cause and effect to conclude that God exists, but Hume denies that any such conclusion can be arrived at:
Hence we may discover the reason why no philosopher, who is rational and modest, has ever pretended to assign the ultimate cause of any natural operation, or to show distinctly the action of that power, which produces any single effect in the universe. It is confessed, that the utmost effort of human reason is to reduce the principles, productive of natural phenomena, to a greater simplicity, and to resolve the many particular effects into a few general uses, by means of reasonings from analogy, experience, and observation. But as to the cause of these general causes, we should in vain attempt their discovery; nor shall we ever be able to satisfy ourselves, by any particular explication of them. These ultimate springs and principles are totally shut up from human curiosity and enquiry.

It is not possible to know about ultimate causes (for the theist this is God), because all knowledge is from experience, and we cannot argue from experience to an ultimate cause. As Hume states: 

When it is asked, What is the nature of all our reasonings concerning matter of fact? The proper answer seems to be, that they are founded on the relation of cause and effect. When again it is asked, What is the foundation of all our reasonings and conclusions concerning that relation? It may be replied in one word, Experience.

In his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Hume challenges both a priori and a posteriori arguments. He was aware of all the kinds of arguments for God’s existence that had been given up to his day, as Copleston notes:
Emphasis is sometimes laid on the fact that Hume devoted his attention principally to theistic arguments as found in English writers such as Clarke and Butler. This is true enough; but if the implication is intended that Hume would have changed his mind, had he been acquainted with more satisfactory formulations of the arguments for the existence of God, it must be remembered that, given Hume’s philosophical principles, especially his analysis of causality, he could not admit any cogent proofs of theism in a recognizable sense.

The a priori argument is unsound because there is no such thing as a necessary being. For any being that can be thought of, both its existence and non-existence can be imagined. This is a direct challenge to Anselm's proof and to Locke’s analysis of eternal existence; it is a denial that reason applies to being. This limitation on reason anticipates Kant, and will be the major challenge that must be addressed, if God’s existence is to be proven.

The a posteriori arguments do not prove theism, according to Hume. These arguments are based on our daily experience and on analogy. However, our daily experience cannot take us beyond our daily experience. If we have a daily experience of succession in time, this does not tell us anything about the cause of the universe. If we have a daily experience of houses being designed, this does not tell us anything about the universe. The character Philo, from Hume’s Dialogues, says:
Mark the consequences. First, by this method of reasoning you renounce all claim to infinity in any of the attributes of the Deity. For, as the cause ought only to be proportioned to the effect, and the effect, so far as it falls under our cognizance, is not infinite, what pretensions have we, upon your suppositions, to ascribe that attribute to the Divine Being? You will still insist that, by removing Him so much from all similarity to human creatures, we give in to the most arbitrary hypothesis, and at the same time weaken all proofs of His existence.

Secondly, you have no reason, on your theory, for ascribing perfection to the Deity, even in His finite capacity, or for supposing Him free from every error, mistake, or incoherence, in His undertakings.

This is a challenge to the empiricism assumed behind a posteriori arguments. We cannot argue to universal conclusions from our limited experience; we cannot conclude ‘God’ from ‘house’. Our experience is extremely limited, and any argument from experience to a universal is a gross over-extension of reason. 

However, even granting that we can use an empirical argument, such an argument will not arrive at the God of theism. Philo asserts that there is no basis for maintaining that the universe must have a spiritual or ideal cause rather than a material cause. Alternatively, it is possible that the material world needs no first cause. Hume is correct that most theists hardly even think about this point; instead, many assume ‘the great chain of being’ where spirit is ‘better’ than matter, but why this is so must be proven rather than assumed. 

Hume argues that mathematics has precision and design, and yet this does not require any other explanation than that it is the nature of numbers to be so. Perhaps the explanation of the universe can be found in the universe itself rather than in looking beyond it. The arguments of Aquinas have been undermined, because we cannot assume that causation applies to the whole universe or that the universe as a whole is governed, but Hume offers another challenge in asking us to look for the explanation in the universe itself.

Hume also realizes that the theistic proofs do not actually prove that ‘God’, as understood by theism, exists. Philo wonders if there could be an eternity of motion, or if what appears to be order and design might not be the result of ages of chaos. Theists have generally had a truncated view of non-theism, often equating it with naturalism. Hume shows both that the arguments themselves are unsound and that they do not show that non-theism is false.  Interestingly, Hume grasps the need for clarity if God’s existence is to be relevant. He somewhat sarcastically concludes that God must be a matter of faith and not reason.

In addition to his attack on the ontological and cosmological arguments, Hume offers a devastating attack on one of the most popular theistic arguments; the argument from design. The argument from design, at most, proves a designer, but not the God of theism. Philo states:
But can you think, Cleanthes, that your usual phlegm and philosophy have been preserved in so wide a step as you have taken when you compared to the universe houses, ships, furniture, machines, and, from their similarity in some circumstances, inferred a similarity in their causes? Thought, design, intelligence, such as we discover in men and other animals, is no more than one of the spring and principles of the universe, as well as heat or cold, attraction or repulsion, and a hundred others which fall under daily observation. It is an active cause by which some particular parts of nature, we find produce alterations on other parts. But can a conclusion, with any propriety, be transferred from parts to the whole? Does not the great disproportion bar all comparison and inference? From observing the growth of a hair, can we learn anything concerning the generation of a man? Would the manner of a leaf’s blowing, even though perfectly known, afford us any instruction concerning the vegetation of a tree?
 
 We cannot argue from our experience to a universal conclusion, and there is no ‘causation’ only succession in time. This is devastating to Aquinas’s arguments from motion, causation, and governance. This critique is based on Hume’s epistemology, which is empiricism; that is, all knowledge is through sense data. Thus, according to Hume:
All the philosophy, therefore, in the world, and all the religion, which is never but a species of philosophy, will never be able to carry us beyond the usual course of experience, or give us measures of conduct and behaviour different from those which are furnished by reflections on common life. No new fact can ever be inferred from the religious hypotheses; no event foreseen or foretold; no reward or punishment expected or dreaded, beyond what is already known by practice and observation.
 

Hume is an empiricist, which he takes it to its logical conclusion; scepticism. It is this scepticism that awoke Kant from his dogmatic slumbers to search for a way to attain knowledge.

Immanuel Kant
Kant sought to avoid the mistakes that arise from overextending reason, especially in the area of metaphysics. He denies the ability of reason to reach knowledge about anything transcending our experience:

The outcome of all dialectical attempts of pure reason does not merely confirm what we have already proved in the Transcendental Analytic, namely, that all those conclusions of ours which profess to lead us beyond the field of possible experience are deceptive and without foundation; it likewise teaches us this further lesson, that human reason has a natural tendency to transgress these limits, and that transcendental ideas are just as natural to it as the categories are to understanding—though with this difference, that while the categories lead to truth, that is, to the conformity of our concepts with the object, the ideas produce what, through mere illusion, is none the less irresistible, and the harmful influence of which we can barely succeed in neutralizing even by means of the severest criticism.

Certainly mistakes are prevalent; this is one of the realities that the sceptic points out in order to deny that there is clarity. The question is whether reason can be guarded from overextension and used to establish the existence of God, and whether Kant achieved this.
While Kant sought to respond to Hume’s scepticism and provide a basis for knowledge (including knowledge of God), he also argued that theistic proofs are unsuccessful and impossible. As Copleston states: 

It is obvious that on Kant’s premises no proof of God’s existence is possible. But he wishes to make this impossibility clear by showing that every line of proof is fallacious. The task is not so great as one might suppose. For according to Kant there are only three ways of proving God’s existence in speculative metaphysics.
 
Kant divides theistic arguments into three kinds - ontological, cosmological and teleological - and shows each to be unsound.

Kant argues that pure reason cannot be used to make progress in cosmology, because it ‘soon falls into such contradictions that it is constrained, in this cosmological field, to desist from any such pretensions’.
 The first of these contradictions, which Kant calls antinomies, is that the world had a beginning in time and that the world did not have a beginning in time. Kant believes that either position can be defended successfully by reason.
 Contemporary philosopher of religion Alvin Plantinga does not think that Kant was correct in this conclusion. He claims:
In no case is there anything like a conclusive argument (given the assumption that we are thinking about the Dinge) for either the thesis or the antithesis. In some cases, we may not know or be able to tell which (thesis or antithesis) is true: but that doesn’t constitute much of an argument for the conclusion that we can’t think about the noumenal. What would be needed for the argument to work would be a really powerful argument for the thesis and an equally powerful argument for the antithesis. In none of these cases do we have something like that.

Kant’s judgment that reason cannot know being-in-itself comes as a conclusion to his consideration of how synthetic a priori truths are possible:

Now the proper problem of pure reason is contained in the question: How are a priori synthetic judgments possible? . . . Among philosophers, David Hume came nearest to envisaging this problem, but still was very far from conceiving it with sufficient definiteness and universality. He occupied himself exclusively with the synthetic proposition regarding the connection of an effect with its cause (principium causalitatis), and he believed himself to have shown that such an a priori proposition is entirely impossible. If we accept his conclusions, then all that we call metaphysics is a mere delusion whereby we fancy ourselves to have rational insight into what, in actual fact, is borrowed solely from experience, and under the influence of custom has taken the illusory semblance of necessity. If he had envisaged our problem in all its universality, he would never have been guilty of this statement, so destructive of all pure philosophy. For he would then have recognized that, according to his own argument, pure mathematics as certainly containing a priori synthetic propositions, would also not be possible; and from such an assertion his good sense would have saved him.

This problem is solved, then, by distinguishing between the thing-in-itself (the noumenal) and the thing-as-experienced (the phenomena). According to Kant:

We commonly distinguish in appearances that which is essentially inherent in their intuition and holds for sense in all human beings, from that which belongs to their intuition accidentally only, and is valid not in relation to sensibility in general but only in relation to a particular standpoint or to a peculiarity of structure in this or that sense . . . The rainbow in a sunny shower may be called a mere appearance, and the rain the thing in itself. This is correct, if the latter concept be taken in a merely physical sense. Rain will then be viewed only as that which, in all experience and in all its various positions relative to the senses, is determined thus, and not otherwise, in our intuition. But if we take this empirical object in its general character, and ask, without considering whether or not it is the same for all human sense, whether it represents an object in itself (and by that we cannot mean the drop of rain, for these are already, as appearances, empirical objects), the question as to the relation of the representation to the object at once becomes transcendental. We then realize that not only are the drops of rain mere appearances, but that even their round shape, nay even the space in which they fall, are nothing in themselves, but merely modifications or fundamental forms of our sensible intuition, and that the transcendental object remains unknown to us.
 

Hence, synthetic a priori judgments are made possible in the following way:

Since the propositions of geometry are synthetic a priori, and are known with apodeictic certainty, I raise the question, whence do you obtain such propositions, and upon what does the understanding rely in its endeavour to achieve such absolutely necessary and universally valid truths?  There is no other way than through concepts or through intuitions; and these are given either a priori or a posteriori. In their latter form, namely, as empirical concepts, and also as that upon which these are grounded, the empirical intuition, neither the concepts nor the intuitions can yield any synthetic proposition except such as is itself also merely empirical (that is, a proposition of experience), and which for that very reason can never possess the necessity and absolute universality which are characteristic of all geometrical propositions . . . You must therefore give yourself an object a priori in intuition, and ground upon this your synthetic proposition . . . It is, therefore, not merely possible or probable, but indubitably certain, that space and time, as the necessary conditions of all outer and inner experience, are merely subjective conditions of all our intuition, and that in relation to these conditions all objects are therefore mere appearances, and not given us as things in themselves which exist in this manner. For this reason also, while much can be said a priori as regards the form of appearances, nothing whatsoever can be asserted of the thing in itself, which may underlie these appearances.

The last sentence above highlights how Kant’s critique of reason undermines any possible proof for God’s existence. That is, God transcends human experience, and so cannot be known. Kant states, therefore:

I do not at all share the opinion which certain excellent and thoughtful men (such as Sulzer), in face of the weakness of the arguments hitherto employed, have so often been led to express, that we may hope sometime to discover conclusive demonstrations of the two cardinal propositions of our reason—that there is a God, and that there is a future life. On the contrary, I am certain that this will never happen. For whence will reason obtain ground for such synthetic assertions, which do not relate to objects of experience and their inner possibility. But it is also apodeictically certain that there will never be anyone who will be able to assert the opposite with the least show [of proof], much less, dogmatically. For since he could prove this only through pure reason, he must undertake to prove that a supreme being, and the thinking subject in us [viewed] as pure intelligence, are impossible. But whence will he obtain the modes of knowledge which could justify him in thus judging synthetically in regard to things that lie beyond all possible experience.
 

Reason is ineffectual as far as knowing God is concerned; post-Kantian theologians will, consequently, stress God-as-experienced, rather than God as Godself. Yet, this line of thought leads ultimately to Nietzsche’s assertion of the death of God and Freud’s psychoanalytic cure for theistic illusion. If Kant is correct in his critique of reason, then, not only is unbelief not inexcusable, belief becomes at best a matter of personal choice; perhaps an infantile illusion or perhaps rationally inexcusable. This critique of reason’s ability to reveal God is the challenge of the modern world for historic Christianity.

Kant asserts that there are only three ways of proving the existence of God by speculative reason; the first is the teleological proof, the second the cosmological proof and the third is the ontological proof. He believes all other arguments can be reduced to one of these three; he argues also that the first two can be reduced to the last - the ontological - so that if it is unsuccessful then all three are unsuccessful. Kant’s attack on the ontological argument is an attack on the power of reason, and as with Hume, Kant’s epistemology is the driving force of his challenge.

Kant believes that theoretical reason cannot be used to prove that God exists. He states: 
I propose to show that reason is as little able to make progress on the one path, the empirical, as on the other path, the transcendental, and that it stretches its wings in vain in thus attempting to soar above the world of sense by the mere power of speculation.
 
Kant, like Hume, accepted that all knowledge is through experience. Unlike Hume, however, Kant asserts that the mind imposes categories on the world that are not part of the noumenal world; one example is causation. Therefore, the human mind cannot reason its way beyond the categories it imposes to know being-in-itself. This is the most fundamental aspect of Kant’s critique, and his challenge to theistic proofs must be understood in light of this aspect of his epistemology.

Kant believes that the ontological argument is unsuccessful. He thinks that it assumes the concept of existence, and is in fact only an analytic assertion. He states:

There is already a contradiction in introducing the concept of existence – no matter under what title it may be disguised – into the concept of a thing which we profess to be thinking solely in reference to its possibility. If that be allowed as legitimate, a seeming victory has been won; but in actual fact nothing at all is said: the assertion is a mere tautology. We must ask: is the proposition that this or that thing (which, whatever it may be, is allowed as possible) exists, an analytic or a synthetic proposition? If it is analytic, the assertion of the existence of the thing adds nothing to the thought of the thing; but in that case either the thought, which in us, is the thing itself, or we have presupposed an existence as belonging to the realm of the possible, and have then, on that pretext, inferred its existence from its internal possibility – which is nothing but a miserable tautology . . . but if, on the other hand, we admit as every reasonable person must, that all existential propositions are synthetic, how can we profess to maintain that the predicate of existence cannot be rejected without contradiction? This is a feature which is found only in analytic propositions and is indeed precisely what constitutes their analytic character.

Kant believed that analytic truths do not tell us anything about being-in-itself. The ontological argument is, at best, an analytic truth; this is an important feature of Kant’s epistemology. Analytic truths tell us only about how the human mind shapes the experiences given to it, they do not tell us anything about the world-in-itself. If this is the case, then the entire project of the ontological argument is unfounded. Kant believes that there are some synthetic a priori truths; such as 7 + 5 = 12, but the concept of existence is not one of these. Rather than looking for synthetic a priori truths, the question will be considered whether the a priori can tell us about the world-in-itself. The ontological argument is based on arguing from an idea to existence a priori, and if this is not possible, and the other two forms of theistic proofs are based on the ontological argument, then theistic proofs are not possible. It should not be surprising that liberal theologians after Kant, accepting a Kantian framework, abandoned exclusivist approaches and became inclusivists or pluralists, and focus on the experience of God rather than knowing God Himself. 

Kant argues that the teleological proof is based on the cosmological proof, because the teleological argument attempts to move from our perception of design to the cause of that design. He then argues that the cosmological argument is based on the ontological argument, because in the cosmological argument we argue from the idea of cause or motion to the existence of that which causes. Yet, causation does not apply to the noumenal realm of being-in-itself. Therefore, this argument does not tell us anything about being; it only describes the categories we impose on being.  If these arguments ultimately rest on the ontological argument, which makes the claim that we can know about existence a priori, then they are unsound. Since these are the only forms of theistic arguments, it is not possible to prove that God exists. 

Kant’s critique of reason is based on his epistemology. His view of reason is that reason is severely limited. He contends:
In view of what has already been said, it is evident that we can count upon a quite easy and conclusive answer to this enquiry. For how can any experience ever be adequate to an idea? The peculiar nature of the latter consists just in the fact that no experience can ever be equal to it. The transcendental idea of a necessary and all-sufficient original being is so overwhelmingly great, so high above everything empirical, the latter being always conditioned, that it leaves us at a loss, partly because we can never find in experience material sufficient to satisfy such a concept, and partly because it is always in the sphere of the conditioned that we carry out our search, seeking there ever vainly for the unconditioned – no law of any empirical synthesis giving us an example of any such unconditioned or providing the least guidance in its pursuit.

For Kant, as for Hume, knowledge is through experience. Since this approach ended in scepticism for Hume, Kant must find a way to avoid scepticism. Kant’s solution is to distinguish between the noumenal world (being-in-itself) and the phenomenal world (being-as-experienced by humans), and he asserts that knowledge is of the phenomenal world only. Categories such as causation apply to the phenomenal world, but not to the noumenal world. Thus, he maintains: 

From all this it undeniably follows that the pure concepts of understanding can never admit of transcendental but always only of empirical employment, and that the principles of pure understanding can apply only to objects of senses under the universal conditions of a possible experience, never to things in general with regard to the mode in which we are able to intuit them.
 
There is a kind of causation that applies in the noumenal realm, and Kant discussed this when he considers the relationship between natural necessity and freedom.
 However, the problem with Kant’s discussion of causation in the noumenal realm is that it violates his claim that nothing can be said about the noumenal realm.
 

Kant asserted that belief in God is important and necessary and postulates God’s existence as necessary for morality, stating: ‘By reason we cannot either prove or disprove God’s existence. The criticism of natural theology thus leaves the way open for practical or moral faith’.
 Kant held that God is necessary for practical morality; however, this approach to God will be challenged severely when the morality that Kant seeks to justify is called into question and rejected by post-Kantians. The God of theism may be necessary for theistic moral systems, but we have to consider the possibility of rejecting those systems in favour of other religious systems or even nihilism. If Kant’s theistic morality is rejected, then God is unnecessary.

Kant also spoke highly of the design argument:

This proof always deserves to be mentioned with respect. It is the oldest, the clearest, and the most accordant with the common reason of mankind. It enlivens the study of nature, just as it itself derives its existence and gains ever new vigour from that source . . . It would therefore not only be uncomforting but utterly vain to attempt to diminish in any way the authority of this argument. Reason, constantly upheld by this ever-increasing evidence, which, though empirical, is yet so powerful, cannot be so depressed through doubts suggested by subtle and abstruse speculation, that it is not at once aroused from the indecision of all melancholy reflection, as from a dream, by one glance at the wonders of nature and the majesty of the universe -ascending from height to height up to the all-highest, from the conditioned to its conditions, up to the supreme and unconditioned Author.

For Kant this proof is persuasive, and he contends that sceptics should be more humble in their objections in the following way: 

But although we have nothing to bring against the rationality and utility of this procedure, but have rather to commend and to further it, we still cannot approve the claims, which this mode of argument would fain advance, to apodeictic certainty and to an assent founded on no special favour or support from other quarters. It cannot hurt the good cause, if the dogmatic language of the overweening sophist be toned down to the more moderate and humble requirements of a belief adequate to quieten our doubts, though not to command unconditional submission. I therefore maintain that the physico-theological proof can never by itself establish the existence of a supreme being, but must always fall back upon the ontological argument to make good its deficiency. It only serves as an introduction to the ontological argument; and the latter therefore contains (in so far as a speculative proof is possible at all) the one possible ground for proof with which human reason can never dispense.

Clearly Kant admired the design argument and believes it can silence, or at least humble, sceptics. However, there are four problems with his use of this argument with respect to our current discussion. Kant himself noted the first one, which is that this argument rests on the cosmological argument, which in turn rests on the ontological argument, which he had shown to be inadequate as a proof that God exists.
 He praised the design argument, but also criticized it severely maintaining that: ‘Physico-theology is therefore unable to give any determinate concept of the supreme cause of the world, and cannot therefore serve as the foundation of a theology which is itself in turn to form the basis of religion’.
 In fact, he concluded: ‘To advance to absolute totality by the empirical road is utterly impossible. None the less this is what is attempted in the physico-theological proof’.

While the teleological argument may not provide certainty that God exists, Kant thought it can give personal conviction, which led to the second problem in his use of this argument. Kant did not distinguish between being certain of something personally and having objective clarity on which to base inexcusability. That Kant found the design argument so compelling tells us more about Kant than about reality. Others, when looking at the world, see disorder, pain and misery, and conclude that there can be no God; or they see indicators of the truth of various other religions/worldviews, such as Buddhism, Hinduism, or Platonism. The sceptic will not disagree that Kant found the argument compelling, but will ask why s/he (the sceptic) should find the argument compelling. 

Since Kant’s time (and especially in the last decade) much interesting work has been done on ‘irreducible complexity’, which is said to indicate design and, therefore, support the design argument. However, at best the design argument only gives proof of a designer, as found in Platonism, and not the creator (ex nihilo) found in theism. Consequently, even if it can be shown that there is design in the world, this does not necessarily establish theism. 

Kant did not sufficiently respond to Hume’s critique of the design argument. This has already been covered so we need only mention that Hume argued against the analogical reasoning used in the design argument, pointing out the problems in its anthropomorphism, and suggesting that the world exhibits such poor design that, if it is the work of a designer, the designer must be like an incompetent child or senile old man. He insisted:

This world, for aught he knows, is very faulty and imperfect, compared to a superior standard, and was only the first rude essay of some infant deity who afterwards abandoned it, ashamed of his lame performance; it is the work only of some dependent, inferior deity, and is the object of derision to his superiors; it is the production of old age and dotage in some superannuated deity, and ever since his death has run on at adventures, from the first impulse and active force which it received from him. You justly give signs of horror, Demea, at these strange suppositions; but these, and a thousand more of the same kind, are Cleanthes’ suppositions, not mine. From the moment the attributes of the Deity are supposed finite, all these have place.

Hume seemed to foreshadow Kant with the character of Demea, as follows: ‘Good God! cried Demea, interrupting him, where are we? Zealous defenders of religion allow that the proofs of a Deity fall short of perfect evidence!’
 We have to ask, then, whether the design argument can give proof for theism at all, or whether it, at best, leads to a designer not unlike that found in many non-theistic religions. 
A further problem with Kant’s use of the teleological argument is that, since Kant’s time, new oppositions have been raised against the design argument that require a response; hence, reliance on it, as presented by Kant, is insufficient to answer the questions of non-theists. Perhaps the most important challenge is that raised by Darwinism; according to which, design is the product of time and chance, not the product of a designer. While Darwin may have kept God in the picture to provide the first form of life, contemporary Darwinists, like Richard Dawkins, reject the need for an original designer, and instead offer a mechanism that can produce what they call the ‘appearance of design’.
 Those qualities in the world that inspired Kant to believe in a designer are, according to this view, only the appearance of design and can be accounted for through purely material causes.

After Hume and Kant the possibility of public proof for God’s existence was thought impossible and abandoned for some other view (such as naturalism or pantheism). Hence, as Livingston attests: ‘The works of Kant, Schleiermacher, and Hegel alone determines the course of theology for at least the next century and a half’.
 Natural theology was thought to be a dead end, and something had to be put in its place. Consequently, as Hodgson explains: ‘Philosophy of religion came on the scene as an alternative to the discredited metaphysics of natural theology’.
 Two options were thought to remain; the first is to seek a new metaphysical ground for the knowledge of God, which, as we shall see, Hegel attempted; the second is to realize that no such foundation is possible and that religion is a merely human expression best understood by studying humans.
 Both options are premised on the assumption that theism is not rationally justifiable, and that another view must be sought and, therefore, have momentous implications for public theology.

Friedrich Schleiermacher
Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834) adopted the Kantian epistemology and has had a significant affect on modern theology and religious studies; according to Livingston: ‘He carried out a ‘Copernican revolution’ in theology as consequential as Kant’s revolution in philosophy’.
 If knowledge of being-in-itself is not possible, the focus of theology must be experience. Since God cannot be known, it is the phenomenological aspect of God that is important; God-as-experienced and God as ‘other’. This raises questions about whether God need even be discussed; that is, ‘For Schleiermacher, feelings are the unique element of the religious life; religion is essentially feeling’.
 Later theologians continue the emphasis on feelings and experience, while jettisoning talk of God as secondary or even unnecessary. Nevertheless, Schleiermacher denied that religion is about the kind of knowledge of God that philosophers seek; rather: ‘Though you pass from the laws to the Universal Lawgiver, in whom is the unity of all things; though you allege that nature cannot be comprehended without God, I would still maintain that religion has nothing to do with this knowledge’.
 Instead, Schleiermacher defined religion in this way:
The contemplation of the pious is the immediate consciousness of the universal existence of all finite things, in and through the Infinite, and of all temporal things in and through the Eternal. Religion is to seek this and find it in all that lives and moves, in all growth and change, in all doing and suffering. It is to have life and to know life in immediate feeling, only as such an existence in the Infinite and Eternal. Where this is found religion is satisfied.

G. W. F. Hegel
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) ‘was the greatest of the German Idealists and one of the most fertile minds in the history of Western thought’.
 He came of age as the Enlightenment was ending and Romanticism was becoming established. What is relevant for our purposes here is his concern with giving a defence for Christianity and the form this defence took. Livingston suggests that: 

Hegel was consumed by the problem of the reconciliation of religion and culture from the very earliest period of his career, and his philosophic reinterpretation of Christianity had a very wide appeal in the universities and seminaries in the latter half of the nineteenth century, not only in Germany but in England and the United States as well.
 
While it seems as if he intended to defend Christianity, in actuality he abandons historic Christianity in favour of that which uses Christian terminology but is pantheistic, idealistic and dialectic. He divided world history into four parts:

Thus, the first stage we shall consider in the spirit’s development can be compared with the spirit of childhood . . . The second phase of the spirit is that of separation, in which the spirit is reflected within itself and in which it emerges from a position of mere obedience and trust . . . The second part of this phase is that of the spirit’s manhood, in which the individual has his own ends for himself, but can only attain them in the service of a universal, of the state . . . Then fourthly, there follows the Germanic age, the Christian World. If it were possible to compare the spirit’s development to that of the individual in this case too, this age would have to be called the old age of the spirit . . . In the Christian age, the divine spirit has come into the world and taken up its abode in the individual, who is not completely free and endowed with substantial freedom.

He then explained how world history is a progression towards self-consciousness of the spirit through a dialectical process:

World history, as already pointed out, represents the development of the spirit’s consciousness of its own freedom and of the consequent realisation of this freedom. This development is by nature a gradual progression, a series of successive determinations of freedom which proceed from the concept of the material in question, i.e. the nature of freedom in its development towards self-consciousness. The logical - and even more so the dialectical - nature of the concept in general, i.e. the fact that it determines itself, assumes successive determinations which it progressively overcomes, thereby attaining a positive, richer, and more concrete determination . . . Each historical principle, in its concrete form, expresses every aspect of the nation’s consciousness and will, and indeed of its entire reality; it is the common denominator of its religion, its political constitution, its ethical life, its system of justice, its customs, its learning, art, and technical skill, and the whole direction of its industry. These special peculiarities should be interpreted in the light of the general peculiarity, the particular principle of the nation in question, just as this general peculiarity can be detected in the factual details with which history presents us.

Hegel set out to ‘recover the conceptual foundations of religion by creating a postcritical speculative theology of his own’.
 Hegel implicitly, if not explicitly, admitted that historic Christianity, and even theism, are beyond rational defence. Hegel rejected theism and with it historic Christianity and its message of redemption. ‘God could not be the extraworldly, omnipotent superperson of classical theism, or the abstract supreme being of the Enlightenment’.
 Hegel is consistent; he did not attempt to salvage Christianity and redemption, while abandoning God. He realized that the whole message is connected, and he gave an entirely new account, although using the old terminology.

Hegel rejected the focus on feelings found in Schleiermacher. He is noted to have said that if religion is essentially a feeling of dependence, then the dog is the best Christian.
 Rather, he viewed Christianity as the best religion, because it can be re-interpreted to fit his dialectic system. As Hodgson reveals:
Historical Christianity had grasped the truth in representational form, but philosophy grasps this same truth in its rational necessity. Nevertheless, truth is now not something abstract and ahistorical for Hegel. ‘The universal must pass into actuality through the particular’ and only then can it be seen in its rational necessity. The truth of Christianity, therefore, is not to be reduced to certain abstract principles but seen in the historical actualization of the unity of the divine and human and the coming into being of the Absolute Spirit.
 

It is noteworthy that Hegel abandoned historic Christianity in favour of idealism, since, in a way, this is an acceptance of the inability to know God found in Kant’s challenge. Thus, rather than attempting to justify theism, Hegel gave a completely new account. We have to ask, then, whether, theism can be salvaged.
Ludwig Feuerbach
Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872) rejected the need for God and, instead, insisted that God is a human projection:

The object of the senses is out of man, the religious object is within him, and therefore as little forsakes him as his self-consciousness or his conscience; it is the intimate, the closest object . . . the object of religion is a selected object; the most excellent, the first, the supreme being; it essentially presupposes a critical judgment, a discrimination between the divine and the non-divine, between that which is worthy of adoration and that which is not worthy. And here may be applied, without any limitation, the proposition: the object of any subject is nothing else than the subject’s own nature taken objectively. Such are a man’s thought and dispositions, such is his God; so much worth as a man has, so much and no more has his God. Consciousness of God is self-consciousness, knowledge of God is self-knowledge. By his God thou knowest the man, and by the man his God; the two are identical. Whatever is God to a man, that is his heart and soul; and conversely, God is the manifested inward nature, the expressed self of a man – religion the solemn unveiling of a man’s hidden treasures, the revelation of his intimate thoughts, the open confession of his love-secrets.

Feuerbach took God out of the noumenal realm and put him in the phenomenal realm as an invention of the human mind. If belief in God is an invention of the human mind then unbelief is not inexcusable, but is rather enlightened. This approach anticipates both Nietzsche and Freud. 

Albrecht Ritschl
Albrecht Ritschl (1822-1889) accepted Kant’s epistemology; since knowledge of the noumenal world is not possible, the focus must be on the phenomenal world, the world of experience. As Demarest explains: ‘Ritschl agreed with Schleiermacher that religion is a matter of experience and that Christian theology is a matter of Christian experience. Where the two giants of Protestant liberal theology differed was on the nature of religious experience’.
 Ritschl argues that what is important is not God and the noumenal realm, but the effects of belief in God in this life. Hence, Demarest states: 

The Ritschlian school rejected the romanticism of Schleiermacher and the idealism of Hegel by aligning itself with the philosophical and theological precepts of neo-Kantianism. Ritschlianism could be described as antimetaphsyical, antimystical, and historical-empirical in character. Following Kant, the Ritschlian theologians insisted that what can be known is not the ‘thing-in-itself,’ but only its effect or felt value for the individual.
 
This easily leads to inclusivism and pluralism; views which must remain silent about the nature of God or ultimate reality, because they accept all views. Thus, inclusivism and pluralism give the appearance of grounding public theology, while actually providing no means for resolving disputes about the nature of God.

Friedrich Nietzsche
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) is well known for his claim that God is dead. This statement can be viewed as the claim that belief in God is no longer relevant to society. Nietzsche’s position is a move beyond Ritschl, because it claims that the effects of belief in God are negative. Nietzsche considers faith and belief in God to be a weakness, and theology to be an attempt to rationalize one’s beliefs. Reason is viewed by Nietzsche as a tool to be used to gain power, rather than as a means for knowing God. He states:
Plato, more innocent in such matters and lacking the craftiness of the plebeian, wanted to employ all his strength - the greatest strength any philosopher so far has had at his disposal - to prove to himself that reason and instinct of themselves tend toward one goal, the good, ‘God’. And since Plato, all theologians and philosophers are on the same track - that is, in moral matters it has so far been instinct, or what the Christians call ‘faith,’ or ‘the herd,’ as I put it, that has triumphed. Perhaps Descartes should be excepted, as the father of rationalism (and hence grandfather of the Revolution) who conceded authority to reason alone: but reason is merely an instrument, and Descartes was superficial.

Unbelief is not only excusable, it is valuable and enlightened. One reason that God is no longer relevant or necessary is that Nietzsche rejected the morality that Kant needed God to support. Without this morality there is no need for God; in fact, even with this kind of morality, God serves only to prop up a slave morality that harms humanity. According to Nietzsche, belief is therefore harmful; belief, not unbelief, is inexcusable. 

Sigmund Freud
In the twentieth century, Sigmund Freud (1856-1934) viewed belief in God as immature, and likened it to childhood illusions thus implying its falsehood. According to Freud, a child relies on her/his father, but soon discovers that fathers are limited, weak and unable to help with the hardships of life. S/he, therefore, abstracts a ‘heavenly father’; this is not unlike the process described by Feuerbach. This heavenly father serves as a security blanket and helps the child get through life, however, a person who believes in God believes an illusion. The illusion is a comfort, but ultimately illusions are false; hence, a person who relies on illusions in adulthood is immature. Freud believed that humanity was emerging from an immature stage, where belief in God was the norm, to an age of maturity, where humanity would face the hardships of life without the need to refer to God; yet the masses of common people were held still in the grips of illusion. He states:
In my Future of an Illusion I was concerned much less with the deepest sources of religious feeling than with what the ordinary man understands by his religion - with the system of doctrines and promises which on the one hand explains to him the riddle of this world to him with enviable completeness, and, on the other, assures him that a careful Providence will watch over his life and will compensate him in a future existence for any frustrations he suffers here. The common man cannot imagine this Providence than in the figure of an enormously exalted father. Only such a being can understand the needs of the children of men and be softened by their prayers and placated by the signs of their remorse. The whole thing is so patently infantile, so foreign to reality, that to anyone with a friendly attitude to humanity it is painful to think that the great majority of mortals will never be able to rise above this view of life. It is still more humiliating to discover how large a number of people living to-day, who cannot but see that this religion is not tenable, nevertheless try to defend it piece by piece in a series of pitiful rearguard actions. One would like to mix among the ranks of the believers in order to meet these philosophers, who think they can rescue the God of religion by replacing him by an impersonal, shadowy and abstract principle, and to address them with the warning word: ‘Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain!’ And if some of the great men of the past acted in the same way, no appeal can be made to their example: we know why they were obliged to.

Contained here is an argument against God’s existence: the objects of immature beliefs do not exist, God is the object of immature belief, therefore God does not exist. This sets the tone for public theology in the twentieth century. While belief in God has increased, there has not been a return to the assumption, noted by Schellenberg to once have been common, that there is clear proof for God’s existence. Belief in God is set in a category that requires no proof, or relies on personal experiential testimony. Yet, public agreement requires publicly accessible proof, and therefore public theology rests on a weak foundation. 

Conclusion
This article began by considering the argument against God’s existence from divine hiddenness as formulated by Schellenberg. It then argued that Schellenberg’s position that there exists reasonable non-belief is not surprising in light of the challenges to theistic proofs by Hume and Kant. However, the purpose of this article is not to defend these challenges or to suggest that public theology is unfounded. Rather, the goal has been to give the best formulation of challenges to belief in God, and therefore public theology, in order to clarify what is necessary for a response. With the emphasis on experience came the acceptance of all religious experience and the marginalization of theology to the private realm. If there is to be a public theology, it must be moved out of the area of personal experience, but for this to happen a response must be given to Kant’s critique of reason and Humean scepticism. The criticism is that there is no means for solving disputes in the public arena if belief is based on personal experience, if theology is viewed as subjective or based on feelings and if belief in God is personal taste. Matters of truth, like the reality of gravity, are not personal tastes, but are public matters. If belief in God is a matter of personal taste, then by implication, it is not a matter of truth. 

Therefore, a defence of public theology must first be a defence of reason as a publicly available means for knowing God. This brings us back to William Clifford and the ethics of belief, since Clifford maintains that belief requires sufficient reason, especially when it affects others. The dominant response to him has been to personalize religious belief by basing it on personal experience (as with James, for example). In this article I have outlined the sustained challenge to proof for God’s existence, beginning with Hume, in order to give a clear picture of what must be addressed in order to defend public theology. It has not been the aim of this article to give that response, but to set the framework for doing so by clearly identifying the challenge. Public theology requires a means for public agreement, which presupposes the possibility of rational arguments and persuasion. Kant’s critique of reason undermined this possibility, and therefore any revival of public theology must respond by defending reason against this critique.
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