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THE PRINCIPIUM COGNOSCENDI INTERNUM (FAITH)

(Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, pp. 170-185.)

The knowledge of God presupposes, not only that God has revealed Himself, but also that man is capable, either constitutionally or by virtue of a gracious work of renewal, of receiving and appropriating this revelation.  If man did not have that ability, the divine revelation, while existing objectively, would forever remain foreign to him and exercise no influence on his life.  All knowledge, and consequently also all science, requires a certain correspondence between subject and object.  This means that alongside of the principium cognoscendi externum there must also be a principium cognoscendi internum, a principium in man which enables him to discern and to appropriate God’s special revelation.  Naturally, the absolute Idealist would not subscribe to this position, for according to him knowledge not only calls for a correspondence between subject and object, but for the identity of the two.  Even the Theology of Crisis feels constrained to put the matter in a different form.  It recognizes no objectively existing revelation; nor does it believe in a point of contact in the life of man for special revelation.  Revelation simply is not revelation until it is brought home to the heart of man in faith.  But this faith is not a permanent receptivity in man for an objectively existing revelation, but is given in and with the revelation itself whenever God reveals Himself.  This means that on this point the distinction between the subjective and the objective is really cancelled.  Reformed theology, however, recognizes the existence of a principium cognoscendi internum, and the question naturally arises, What is the nature of this principium?  In the course of history several answers have been given to that question.  The organ by which man judges and appropriates the revelation of God was sought successively: (A) in the human understanding, (B) in speculative reason, (C) in devout feeling, and (D) in the moral consciousness.  We shall consider these successively.
A.  THE HUMAN UNDERSTANDING 

Some sought the principium cognoscendi internum in the human understanding in general, as distinguished from what is more specifically called the speculative reason.  It was their persistent attempt to establish the truth on historico-apologetical grounds.

1. HISTORICAL STATEMENT OF THIS POSIITON. 
a.  Up to the Time of the Reformation.  In view of the fact that the revelation of God in Christ does not minister to the pride of man but rather humbles him, it naturally met with a great deal of opposition and was repeatedly in need of defense.  This was necessary even in the apostolic age, so that the Bible itself contains apologetical elements.  In the second century the Apologetes defended the truth of Christianity over against Jews and Gentiles, and gave an account of the grounds on which it rests.  They did not take their starting point in doubt or in any so-called neutrality, but in an unwavering faith and called attention to the superior excellency of Christianity, to the redemptive message of special revelation, to the antiquity and unity, the simplicity and sublimity, the fullness and many-sidedness of Scripture, to prophecies and miracles, and to the testimony of the Church and the blessings of the gospel.  These arguments were repeated in the writings of the anti-Gnostic fathers and in later theology, though they were sometimes treated in other connections and did not always assume the same character.
Scholasticism also took its starting point in faith, but by its attempt to change religious truths into concepts of reason effected a separation of natural and supernatural truths that was detrimental to both.  According to them the former could be proved by reason, but the latter could only be accepted on authority.  In the former scientific certainty was possible, but in the latter it was not possible to rise above the level of faith.  The order which they usually followed, though with several variations, was the following: first they sought to demonstrate by rational argumentation the truths of natural revelation; then they proved in a similar way the possibility, necessity, and reality of special revelation; and finally they urged reason, on the mere ground of the existence of a special revelation, to accept its contents blindly in faith.  The motives that were adduced for belief in a special revelation were generally called motiva credibilitatis.  The argument that Scripture as a divine revelation rests on the testimony of the Church was developed by the Roman Catholics especially after the Reformation.  All such arguments, however, though they may demonstrate the reasonableness of accepting Scripture as the Word of God, can only produce a fides humana and never a fides divina.  Even among the Roman Catholics some are willing to admit this, though on the whole they have a high opinion of Apologetics.  The general Roman Catholic representation as to the way in which man arrives at the knowledge of God’s revelation is the following: (1) Supernatural revelation rises on the basis of natural revelation, and can only be appropriated successively by degrees.  (2) By various proofs man in his natural state is first led to the natural theology, which constitutes the preamble of faith.  At this point even science is possible, since the proofs are demonstrative.  Ordinarily we cannot yet speak of faith at this stage.  (3) He who has reached this point is now, through the motives of credibility, of which the Church is the most important, put in a position to see and admit the trustworthiness of God’s revelation and the reasonableness of faith.  (4) After man has thus been led to the fides humana (human faith) he is raised by an infused grace to the supernatural order and prepares himself by good works for the vision of God.  
b.  After the Reformation.  The Protestants took a different position, but did not always consistently maintain it.  The Reformers did not take their starting point in human reason, but in the Christian faith, and stressed the fact that this faith rests only on divine authority and is wrought by the Holy Spirit.  Protestant theologians did not always remain true to this principle, but frequently returned to the doctrine of a natural theology, and to the historical proofs for the truth of revelation.   Under the influence of Cartesius, who took his starting point in doubt, Rationalism gradually found its way into the Churches, and the historico-apologetical method came into vogue.  It clearly came to the foreground in Supranaturalism.  In the application of this method the purpose was to prove that God has revealed Himself in a supernatural way rather than to exhibit the reasonableness of revelation.  And in order to prove this, attention was called to the miracles of Scripture, to the fulfillment of prophecies, often of a very special character, to the striking correspondence of the various parts of Scripture, to the moral influence of the gospel, and so on.  The purpose was to lead men to faith by such intellectual considerations.  It cannot be denied that some who followed this method did it with the best intentions.  Some of their works are even now mentioned with honor in Christian Apologetics, though the method now followed and the arguments adduced are quite different.  Yet this method was bound to lead to Rationalism.  Even Butler could pen a sentence like the following: “For though natural religion is the foundation and principal part of Christianity, it is not in any sense the whole of it” (Analogy, Part II, Chap. 1).  Reason is accorded the right to examine and explain the credentials of revelation, and is thus placed above Scripture.  For that reason this method stands condemned from a theological point of view.  Moreover, its untenableness clearly appeared from the history of Supranaturalism itself, and from the sharp criticism of Rousseau and Lessing, of Kant and Schleiermacher.  For a long time even Reformed authors continued to speak of natural theology as fundamental theology, but in many Reformed circles it is entirely discredited at present.  
2. EVALUATION OF THIS POSITION. 
As intimated in the preceding, the historico-apologetical method does not meet with approval from a theological point of view, because it underrates both religious truth and faith.  Religious truth is not like some theorem of science, and faith is not purely intellectual insight into some result of scientific investigation.  Baillie calls attention to the fact that this whole method of reasoning is called in question today (Our Knowledge of God, p. 129).  It also does scant justice to the Christian religion.  The Word of God presupposes the darkness and error of the natural man, and would therefore contradict itself, if it submitted itself to the judgment of that man.  It would thereby acknowledge one as judge whom it had first disqualified.  Finally, this method does not lead to the desired result.  In the beginning of the previous century miracles and prophecies could serve as proofs, but in the present day they themselves require proof.
This does not mean, however, that Apologetics is devoid of all real value.  It may undoubtedly serve a useful purpose in some respects, but cannot, without forfeiting its theological character, precede faith nor prove the truth of revelation a priorily.  It presupposes in its votaries a believing acceptance of the truth.  A threefold value may be ascribed to it: (a) It compels theology to give an account of its contents and of the grounds on which it rests, and thus promotes theological self-consciousness.  (b) It makes the Christian conscious of the fact that he need not feel embarrassed in the presence of the enemy, but finds support in nature and history, in science and art, and in the heart and conscience of every man.  (c) Though it cannot of itself bring any man to the acknowledgement of the truth by compelling proofs, it may, like the ministry of the Word, give him a profound impression of the truth, which he cannot easily shake off.  

In actual practice, however, Apologetics has often moved in the wrong direction.  (a)  It has divorced itself from faith, assuming a place outside of, above, and preceding theology, and has thereby laid claim to an authority to which it is not entitled.  (b) It has separated faith and knowledge in such a way as to cause religious truth to rest wholly or in part on purely intellectual grounds, something that is entirely contrary to the nature of that truth.  (c) The result was that it cherished exaggerated expectations with reference to its scientific labors, as if it could change the heart through the intellect, and by means of sound reasoning could cultivate piety.  

B.  SPECULATIVE REASON 
The position of those who regarded speculative reason as the organ by which to discern, and judge, and appropriate religious truth, did not differ essentially from those who ascribed these functions to the human understanding in general.  The one as well as the other made human reason the arbiter of the truth as well as its appropriating organ.  Both belong to that broader category generally known as Rationalism.  And one of the fundamental assumptions of Rationalism, says Paterson is, “that the mind has been restricted to the use of its natural powers in the discovery and appropriation of religious and moral truth.  The notion is rejected that at any stage of the process the mind has been aided by an immediate action upon it of the Divine Spirit, as the result of which it is enabled to take possession of truth that would otherwise lie beyond its ken and grasp” (The Rule of Faith, p. 113).  At the same time they who exalted speculative reason to the place of honor presented a system that was far more profound and comprehensive than that of vulgar Rationalism, that is, the Rationalism of the Wolffian type.  They made speculative reason not only the norm and the necessary faculty for the reception of the truth, but even regarded it as the source of the truth, and by so doing broke the more effectively with the idea of a special divine revelation.  
1.  HISTORICAL STATEMENT OF THIS POSITION. 

The vulgar Rationalism of the eighteenth century, represented by Deism and the Wolffian school of philosophy, finally yielded to the critical onslaughts of Rousseau and Lessing, of Kant and Schleiermacher.  The superficial structure which it reared was swept from its foundation.  With Kant and Schleiermacher the autonomy of the subject began.  At first the reaction went so far as to discount the objective world.  According to Kant man cannot know noumena or the essence of things, but knows merely phenomena, and even these only in the forms which the thinking subject imposes on them.  The subject thus produces the form of the phenomenal world.  Fichte went a step farther and denied the existence of an objective world, in distinction from the subject.  In his opinion the world of external things exists only in the one universal mind and is the product of this mind.  At first Schleiermacher also assumed this standpoint.  In course of time it was felt, however, that there must be something that has objective reality and therefore normative value.  That consideration led to the so-called restauration, in which the attempt was made to get back to the objective, while retaining the same subjective starting point.  Hegel was the great representative of this tendency.  He raised the subjective, ethical Idealism of Fichte to an objective, logical Idealism, and substituted for the idea of being that of becoming.  In his system of thought the whole world became a process, a development of the logical idea, in which all being is simply represented as thought.  In that evolution religion also has its place.  It, too, is pure thought or knowledge, namely, the knowledge which the Absolute has of itself in forms of the imagination.  It is clothed in forms and symbols, or pictorial representations, of which only speculative reason can fathom the deep significance.  According to Hegel it is the task of philosophy to rid the dogmas of religion of their historical forms, which are after all mere husks, and to discover and elucidate the idea, which is the precious hidden kernel.  Thus the great truths of Christianity, such as the doctrine of the Trinity, of the incarnation, of the atonement, and others, not only became objects of philosophical speculation, but in their essential nature and ideal form really became the fruits of this speculation.  Apart from Scripture and every other authority, these truths were represented as necessary thoughts of reason, and were therefore shown to be highly reasonable.  The real proof for the truths of religion was found in the fact that they presented themselves to the mind as necessary thoughts.  This was in harmony with the fundamental principle of Hegel: “All that is rational is real.”  Whatever one thought with logical necessity and proved to be a coherent part of the whole system of truth, was regarded as true.  Logical necessity of thought or coherence was thus made the standard of truth in matters of religion.  This method was applied in theology by Daub, Marheineke, Strauss, Vatke, Weisse, Biedermann, and others, though not always to the same degree, nor with the same result.  It also found some favor among the followers of Schleiermacher, the father of modern theology, who shared the subjective starting point of Hegel, though he took position in the affections rather than in reason.
2.  EVALUATION OF THIS POISTION.

They who regard speculative reason as the criterion of religious truth are wedded to the speculative method in appropriating and judging this truth.  This method undoubtedly has an advantage over the historico-apologetical method.  Supranaturalism pretended to be able to demonstrate the dogmas of religion so clearly as to silence all objections.  It made a determined effort to give a definite and clear representation of the truth, so that the reasonableness of it could at once be seen.  But its sharp distinction led to an intellectualism in which truth was divorced from life.  The speculative method broke with this demand for clearness, and recognized the deep sense of the dogmata, and the mysterious elements in religion.  Moreover, it emphasized the fact that religion occupies a unique place in human life, and therefore demands a corresponding organ in human nature.  Hegel found this in speculative reason, and Schleiermacher, in the feelings.  Both were mistaken, but nevertheless called attention to an important matter, when they stressed the necessity of a proper organ for religion, a matter that is of the greatest importance for the study of theology, and is therefore entitled to grateful recognition.  

But the speculative method did not stop at the thought that thinking and being necessarily correspond to each other; it proceeded to the identification of the two.  This is the fundamental error of speculative philosophy.  The great question is, Do we think a thing because it exists, or does it exist because we necessarily think it?  Speculative philosophy claims the latter but without any warrant.  At this point Hegel took an impossible step.  The existence of a thing does not follow from the fact that we think it, for existence is not an emanation of thought, but rests on an act of power.  It is true that God thought things eternally, but He brought the things which existed ideally into real existence only by a creative act.  We can only reflect on what God thought long before and has creatively brought to our consciousness in the existing world of reality.  If we reject all that comes to us from without, we retain only a vague principle without any content, form which nothing can be derived.  Notwithstanding its high pretensions and its, ostensibly, good intentions, the speculative method did not succeed in changing the despised doctrines of the Christian religion in to a philosophical system of universal truth, quite acceptable to the world.  The word of the cross remained foolishness to them that perish.  It broke away from the objective basis of God’s revelation, and therefore could not succeed in constructing a real system of theology.
C.  DEVOUT FEELING OR RELIGIOUS INTUITION

A third position with respect to the principium cognoscendi internum of theology, is that of those who find the organ by which religious truth is acquired and discerned in devout feeling or religious intuition.  Schleiermacher is generally recognized as the father of this view.  This conception of the internal or subjective principle of knowledge in theology has this in common with that of Hegel, that it does not involve any preliminary assumption as to the derivation of the subject-matter form revelation.  But in distinction from those who championed the speculative method and virtually changed theology into philosophy, the advocates of this method are inclined to banish all philosophy from theology.  They are like the speculative philosophers and theologians, however, in their failure to distinguish between the norm or criterion and the source of religious truth. Since they recognize their own subjective feelings as the source of this truth, the question for them is not so much a question of the appropriation, as of the appraisal, of religious truth or, to express it in a different way, a question of recognizing it as religious truth.  Their special characteristic is that they seek religious certitude in a religious-empirical way.  Devout feeling is the criterion of religious truth, and the test applied to it is the test of experience.  

1.  HISTORICAL STATEMENT OF THE POSITION.

When both of the preceding methods led to no result, many theologians took refuge in religious experience and sought support in it for the certainty and truth of Christianity.  It is particularly in the application of this method that the influence of Schleiermacher is felt.  He and his followers had the laudable desire to restore theology to honor again, and they attempted to accomplish this by taking position in the believing consciousness.  In answer to the question, What prompts us to accept the truths of Christianity? The advocates of this method do not appeal to historical or rational proofs, nor to the authority of Scripture or of the Church, but to the experience of salvation in the heart of the sinner.  Schleiermacher wants the theologian to start with the data given in the confession of a particular Church, and by these data he means, not so much the doctrines that are formulated in the Creeds, as the living and effectual beliefs, which are voiced in the preaching and teaching of the Church.  Then these doctrines or beliefs must be traced to their original source, which is not found in Scripture, but in the devout feeling which results from the relation of the soul to Jesus Christ.  And, finally, they must be reproduced in a systematized form in the light of the fact that they are the reflex of distinctly pious feelings.  This means that the doctrines are derived from pious or religious feelings, and also find in these the ground of their certitude.  It is only in the light of such feelings that their truly religious character stands out.
Frank, one of the outstanding theologians of the Erlangen school of theology, is also one of the most representative advocates of this theory.  His system already marks a real advance upon that of Schleiermacher, since he does not start from a general state of feeling, but from the specific experience of regeneration.  In his work The System of the Christian Certainty he seeks the answer to this question: What leads man to depend on the objective factors of salvation, such as God, Christ, Scripture, and others, and to accept Scripture as the Word of God?  And his answer is that this is not due to historical or rational proofs, nor to the authority of Scripture, of the Church, or of tradition, but only to the experience of regeneration.  The Christian certainty of which he speaks is not the assurance of salvation, but the assurance respecting the reality of  the truth.  Christian certitude, in the sense of certainty respecting the truth, finds it basis, according to Frank, in the Christian life, that is, in the believer’s moral and spiritual experience.  The Christian knows that a mighty change has taken place in his life, and from this experience of regeneration he infers the whole content of Christian truth. This truth arranges itself in three groups around the experience of regeneration.  (a) There are truths which are immediately involved in that experience, such as the reality of sin, of judgment, and of future perfection (immanent and central truths).  (b) Then there are truths which must be assumed, in order to explain the new condition, such as the reality of a personal God, the existence of God as triune, and the redemption wrought by the God-man (transcendent truths).  (c) Finally, these lead right on to the means by which the preceding agents work, such as the Church, the Word of God, the sacraments, miracles, revelation, and inspiration (transeunt truths).  This answer of Frank undoubtedly contains an important truth, since regeneration is indeed necessary, in order to see the Kingdom of God.  But the manner in which he elaborates his thought is very dubious, and this is probably the necessary result of his subjective standpoint.  He does not consistently work out a single thought, but constantly confuses the manner in which religious truths are derived, and the manner in which certainty respecting these is obtained.  Since his work is entitled The System of the Christian Certainty, it raises the expectation that the author simply desires to show how the believer reaches Christian certitude.  But in that case he should have limited himself to the task of elucidating the origin and nature of Christian certainty, and should not in addition have discussed the contents of the religious consciousness.  Then he would not have given us a system of the objects to which this certainty pertains; and yet this is exactly what he does, when he derives all religious truths from the experience of regeneration.
2.  EVALUATION OF THIS POSITION.  

There are many objections to this starting point and method.  (a) Regeneration and all other experiences of the Christian are always connected with the objective factors of the Church, the Scriptures, and so on, while Frank divorces the two.  (b) In his second work, The System of the Christian Truth, he himself gives precedence to these objective factors, and thus recognizes their priority.  For that very reason he should have maintained this order throughout his system.  (c) The method in which he derives the objective dogmata from the certainty of the Christian, is one that does not fit in theology.  It is borrowed from speculative philosophy, which derives religious truth from the necessity of logical coherence.  (d) This method goes contrary to all religious experience.  No Christian ever obtained certainty respecting objective truths in the manner described by Frank.  Scarcely anyone has adopted his method.  And even among those who have adopted it in a modified form there is a difference of opinion as to the significance of experience for the principia of theology.  The application of this method carries with it a threefold danger.  (a) It easily leads into the danger of forming a wrong conception of religious experience, and of expecting from it what it cannot yield.  While it is possible to experience certain emotions, such as those of penitence, fear, hope, and so on, it is not possible to experience historical facts.  (b) It really makes it impossible for uneducated Christians to obtain knowledge and certainty respecting the historical facts of Christianity, since these can only be deduced by an elaborate process of reasoning.  (c) It is apt to rob historical Christianity ever increasingly of its real significance.  Experience is loaded down with a burden which it cannot bear.  The truth of Christianity cannot rest on it as a final ground.  And the consciousness of this may easily lead to a reduction of the burden by divorcing the contents of faith from all historical facts and limiting it to religious and ethical experiences. 
D.  THE MORAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

Finally, there is still another view of the norm of religious truth, and of the manner in which we come to recognize and acknowledge it as such, a view that is somewhat akin to the preceding, but which, in distinction from the preceding, with its emotional appeal, stresses the ethical element in religion.  It is a view that finds its roots in the moralism of Kant, and that became popular in theology through the influence of the Neo-Kantianism of Ritschl and his followers.  It makes the moral consciousness the real judge of religious truth.  The real emphasis in this view is not on emotional experience, but on ethical self-maintenance.  The great and determinative question is, whether a certain truth satisfied the moral requirements of the heart or the conscience, and thus answers to a real practical need.  Hence the method applied by its advocates is called ethical-psychological or ethical-practical.    
1.  HISTORICAL STATEMENT OF THE POSITION.

If the immediately preceding method connects up with Schleiermacher, this method finds its main support in Kant.  For its adherents Christianity in general is not so much a doctrine that must be demonstrated and accepted as true, nor a historical fact that calls for proof, but a religious and ethical power that addresses itself to the heart and the conscience of man.  According to them Christianity cannot be made acceptable to all men without distinction, but only to those who have a proper moral disposition, a feeling of dissatisfaction, a sense of the good, a desire for redemption, and so on.  When Christianity comes in contact with such men, it commends itself to their hearts and consciences as divine truth without any reasoning or further proof.  It satisfies their religious needs, answers to their higher aspirations, reconciles them with themselves, brings them peace, comfort and salvation, and thus proves itself to be the consolation and the wisdom of God.

This kind of argumentation did not begin with Kant.  Tertullian already appealed to the testimony which the soul involuntarily gives to Christ.  The Apologetes pointed out that the heathen religions of their day were not able to satisfy the religious needs of man, nor to foster a truly ethical life.  Duns Scotus called attention to the moral influence of God’s revelation and to its sufficiency in enabling man to reach his destiny.  Both Roman Catholic and Protestant theologians sought to prove the truth of the Christian religion by pointing to its operation and influence on the intellectual, moral, social, and political life of individuals and nations.  Pascal and Vinet especially brought this method to honor, but did not yet place it in opposition to historical argumentation.  The former even admitted the great value of historical proofs, though he did not assign to them their usual place; and the latter did not despise them, though he regarded them as inferior to the moral and religious proof.  In later years this method was adopted by Astie, Pressence, Secretan, de la Saussaye, and others, who generally neglected and sometimes even disdained historical proofs.  

However, the influence of Kant was of great significance for this method.  According to him the theoretical reason necessarily yields three ideas, namely, those of God, freedom, and immortality.  These three are therefore general.  It does not assure us, however, that there are corresponding realities, nor enlighten us as to the nature of these realities.  The corresponding realities are demanded, however, by the practical reason with its categorical imperative.  This clearly testifies to the existence of a moral order, and demands that this order shall finally triumph over the natural order.  This being so, it naturally follows that man must be free, that there must be a future life in which the moral will be really triumphant, and that there must be a highest Judge to punish vice and reward virtue.  Only that view of the world is true that answers to our inner life and satisfies our moral needs.
When the insufficiency of the speculative method appeared, there was a tendency to go back to Kant.  In theology Kantianism was reintroduced especially by Ritschl and Lipsius, though these men differed from Kant in several particulars.  It is especially in the school of Ritschl that the ethico-psychological method is brought into prominence.  
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