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Abstract

Religious faith in the contemporary world is experienced within a context of doubt,
epistemic pluralism, and awareness of competing worldviews, giving rise to fundamental
questions concerning the relationship between faith and belief. This article critically
evaluates the doxastic approach to faith by examining its most significant challenges.
Employing an analytical and critical methodology, it assesses the principal arguments
advanced in contemporary epistemology of religion. The study first argues that the major
versions of the doxastic approach all face the unresolved problem of the rationality of
religious belief. It then focuses on the challenge of doubt, contending that religious faith
can coexist with serious and persistent doubt, whereas doxastic models encounter
substantial difficulties in explaining this phenomenon. The article concludes that although
the doxastic approach successfully accounts for certain dimensions of faith, it fails to
provide a comprehensive theory of the nature of faith. This limitation highlights the need
for greater attention to non-doxastic approaches.
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Introduction

Religious faith is one of the central concepts in the philosophy of religion and epistemology
of religion, and clarifying its relationship to belief, rationality, and doubt remains one of
the field's most important concerns. In contemporary discussions, the doxastic approach
has become the dominant framework for understanding faith, maintaining that religious
faith necessarily involves belief in the existence of God or in the truth of religious
propositions. Different versions of this approach—including natural theology, Reformed
Epistemology, William James's venture theory, and certain forms of fideism—seek, in
different ways, to defend the rationality of religious belief.

However, the growth of epistemic scepticism, increasing religious diversity, and greater
awareness of competing evidence and alternative explanations have raised new questions
concerning the adequacy of this approach. Many believers continue to regard themselves
as persons of faith despite experiencing serious and persistent doubt, a phenomenon that
poses significant explanatory challenges for doxastic theories.

Adopting an analytical and critical approach, this article reconstructs and evaluates the
principal challenges facing doxastic theories of faith. Its principal contribution lies in
providing the first systematic and comprehensive examination of these challenges in the
Persian literature. It argues that the central difficulty for doxastic approaches lies not merely
in justifying the rationality of religious belief, but more fundamentally in their inability to
explain religious faith under conditions of serious and persistent doubt.
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Research Findings

The findings of this study indicate that, despite its dominant position in contemporary
epistemology of religion, the doxastic approach faces two fundamental challenges that
undermine its claim to provide a comprehensive account of religious faith. First, an
examination of its major formulations shows that they all ultimately confront the
unresolved problem of the rationality of religious belief. Natural theology seeks to justify
belief in God through evidence and natural arguments; however, its dependence on prior
assumptions, its inability to establish the God of classical theism, and the considerable
variation in the persuasive force of its arguments prevent it from providing a decisive basis
for belief for a neutral inquirer lacking prior religious commitment. Likewise, although
Reformed Epistemology explains the rationality of believers' faith by appealing to the
sensus divinitatis and the notion of warrant, it offers no satisfactory account of the
rationality of belief from the standpoint of sceptics or agnostics, effectively restricting
rational religious belief to those who already possess it. William James's venture theory,
while emphasising practical rationality and the legitimacy of commitment under evidential
uncertainty, depends upon a form of doxastic voluntarism that faces the fundamental
difficulty that belief, unlike practical decisions, cannot simply be adopted through an act
of will. Consequently, none of these versions succeeds in resolving the problem of the
rationality of religious belief comprehensively and convincingly.

The second—and more significant—finding concerns the relationship between faith and
doubt. Even if the problem of the rationality of belief were set aside, the doxastic approach
encounters a serious explanatory limitation in accounting for faith under conditions of
profound doubt. Analysis of believers' lived experiences, contemporary psychological
evidence, and recent philosophical discussions suggests that religious faith can coexist with
serious, persistent, and sometimes long-term doubt. Cases such as Mother Teresa's spiritual
experience, crises of faith among many believers, and the epistemic conditions of the
contemporary world—characterised by religious diversity, awareness of competing
worldviews, and the absence of decisive evidence—indicate that the persistence of faith
does not necessarily require the persistence of belief in the standard doxastic sense.
Accordingly, treating belief as a necessary constituent of faith fails to account for many
genuine instances of religious faith and leaves an important dimension of religious
experience unexplained.

The third finding evaluates responses offered by defenders of the doxastic approach. An
examination of proposals such as Malcolm and Scott's account of crises of faith and
Lebenz's contextualist analysis shows that, although these responses explain certain aspects
of the relationship between faith and doubt, they fail to establish that belief is invariably
necessary for faith. These approaches either interpret doubt as merely temporary and
exceptional or weaken the tension between faith and doubt by revising the concept of belief,
without demonstrating that belief remains a necessary condition in every case. The findings
therefore suggest that the principal limitation of the doxastic approach lies not merely in its
account of the rationality of belief, but more fundamentally in its inability to provide a
comprehensive explanation of the nature of faith, particularly under conditions of serious
and enduring doubt.

Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that, despite its prominent status within
epistemology of religion, the doxastic approach faces significant limitations in providing a
comprehensive account of religious faith. The examination of its major formulations shows
that the problem of the rationality of religious belief remains unresolved and, more
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importantly, that doxastic models encounter substantial difficulties in explaining faith
under conditions of serious and persistent doubt. Analysis of believers' lived experience,
empirical evidence, and contemporary philosophical discussions indicates that faith may
endure alongside profound doubt. Accordingly, belief cannot be regarded as an invariably
necessary condition for faith. Although the doxastic approach successfully explains certain
forms of faith grounded in strong epistemic confidence, it does not adequately account for
the full range of religious faith. These findings therefore underscore the need to reconsider
the nature of faith and to undertake a systematic investigation of non-doxastic and other
alternative approaches to develop a more comprehensive account of religious faith.
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1. The Evidentialist challenge
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3. Properly basic belief
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