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Every human being believes something to be true that his senses have never 
confi rmed. Christians do when they accept the existence of an immaterial, 
transcendent reality. Scientists do when they assume that laws can be 

universal without being tested universally. How we think we know things matters 
because how we know plays a signifi cant role in what we believe to be true. Our 
culture’s theory of knowledge is at odds with biblical frameworks for knowing. To 
clarify the diff erence between these two approaches to knowledge, I will examine 
three methods of knowing: empiricism; rationalism; and one understood by 
Augustine that relies on the relationship between trust, belief, and knowledge.

Empiricism and Rationalism
Our culture’s theory of knowledge is based on a blend of two philosophical approaches: 

empiricism and rationalism.

Th e empiricist thinks that seeing is believing; that in order to accept something as true, 
a person must see, taste, touch, smell, or hear it. Th e empiricist remains skeptical about 
anything his senses have not “proven.” Th e disciple Th omas acts like an empiricist when 
he says, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my fi nger where the nails were, 
and put my hand into his side, I will not believe” (John 20:25).

By contrast, the rationalist thinks that human 
beings grasp truth by the mind alone and not 
by the senses. Th e rationalist remains skeptical 
about anything his mind has not “proven.” Eu-
clidean geometry is an example of truth arrived 
at from a rationalist perspective. Euclid states 
that parallel lines go on infi nitely in both direc-
tions and never cross. He says this not because 
he has seen lines go on infi nitely without cross-
ing but because his mind imagines, grasps, and 
then “proves” this to be true.

Empiricism and rationalism—in their rad-
ical forms—are mutually exclusive theories of 
knowledge. Th e empiricist would say to the 
rationalist: “You’ve never seen two lines go on 
infi nitely and never cross, and neither have I. 
In fact, no one has seen this. I therefore reject 
your claim that parallel lines go on infi nitely but 
never cross.” Th e rationalist would say to the 
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empiricist, “Your senses have been mistaken on many occasions—your ears misidentify 
someone’s voice, your eyes misidentify someone at a distance. If your senses have been 
wrong only once, then you can’t rely on them. You can see and touch and hear all you 
like, but you must realize that your senses don’t get you any closer to the truth.” 

Th ese are extremes in the centuries-long historical debate about how human beings 
know things. What the empiricist and rationalist have in common, however, is (1) their 
conviction that their method of knowing gives them certainty about what is true and (2) 
their skepticism toward anything about which their method of knowing does not give 
them certainty.

Blending rationalism and empiricism, then, modern culture’s concept of knowledge is 
the conviction that “knowledge” brings indubitable certainty to the knower. Knowledge, 
therefore, is a special category—perhaps the only category—in which certainty is pos-
sible. Given this method of knowing, it is easy to understand why modern culture looks 
askance at something like “belief” in general and at Christianity in particular. Modern 
culture believes that those who “believe” (i.e., religious people) embrace a sub-par standard 
for deciding what is true and what isn’t—an inferior method of “knowing” that Christians 
call “belief” and which is bereft of certainty. “Belief,” modern culture would say, “is de-
fi ned by a tenuous and insensible probability; it doesn’t count as knowing because there 
is no certainty. Outside of certainty, there are simply multitudes of opinions, all equally 
questionable. Th ose people who are willing to do the work, however, can have certain 
knowledge and don’t have to settle for spongy belief. Believing is for the lazy and naïve.”

Furthermore, modern culture conjoins its view of knowledge-as-certainty to a concept 
of progress passed down from the Enlightenment when rationalism and empiricism fl our-
ished—namely, that over time knowledge replaces belief. Physicist Stephen Hawking’s 
(1942-2018) commentary epitomizes this view: “Th e one remaining area that religion 
can now lay claim to is the origin of the universe, but even here science is making prog-
ress and should soon provide a defi nitive answer to how the universe began” (Hawking, 
28). To Hawking, a rationalist who “spent [his] life traveling across the universe, inside 
[his] mind” (Hawking, 3), religious belief is a mere placeholder that provides temporary 
answers until scientifi c knowledge arrives with the facts. In Hawking’s way of thinking, 
science and religion (or knowledge and belief ) are mutually exclusive categories, a view 
widely held today.

I would argue, however, that modern culture’s concepts of knowledge and belief, ex-
emplifi ed in Hawking’s work, are fl awed. Th e modern formulations of these concepts 
are based in unrealistic methods of knowing that are not consistent with how humans 
behave and overlook the real and indispensable relationship between belief and knowl-
edge. For every human being, from the physicist to the priest, knowledge is grounded 
neither in indubitable certainty nor in insensible probability. Rather, human knowledge 
is grounded in trust, which I will defi ne here as a likelihood undergirded by reasonable 
criteria developed through personal experience that is too complex and nuanced to fully 
articulate. It is trust, then, that leads to belief and, ultimately, to knowledge.

In the late fourth century, Augustine of Hippo raised this very issue. Let us consider his 
analysis of the relationship between trust, belief, and knowledge.

Augustine’s Way of Knowing
Augustine of Hippo (354-430) was a North African theologian, citizen of Rome, 

Church Father, rhetorician, exegete, and bishop in the Roman Catholic Church. He 
became a Christian at age thirty-one and by age forty-three had written thirteen books 
refl ecting on his journey through skepticism to faith. He titled these books Confessions, a 
work considered by many to be the fi rst autobiography of Western civilization.

In Book VI of Confessions, Augustine, disillusioned with polytheism and other reli-
gions, fi nds himself drawing closer to Christianity. Refl ecting on the many things that he 
believes and why he believes them, he writes,

Then, O Lord, you […] set my thoughts in order, for I began to realize that I 
believed countless things which I had never seen or which had taken place when I 
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Trust, Belief, and Knowledge
Continued from page 3

was not there to see—so many events 
in the history of the world, so many 
facts about places and towns which 
I had never seen, and so much that 
I believed on the word of friends 
or doctors or various other people. 
Unless we took these things on trust, 
we should accomplish absolutely 
nothing in this life.

Here, Augustine is realizing that much 
of what he thinks to be true is based on 
trust, not on first-hand experience. In 
order to comprehend the sort of com-
mon human experience that Augustine 
is describing, I propose the following 
working definitions of trust, belief, and 
knowledge derived from his thinking:

Trust is a state in which someone is 
willing to accept (and potentially act 
on) information as true because of the 
relationship between the information’s 
source/cause and the one who trusts. The 
concept of relationship here is essential 
because relationships establish expecta-
tions, commitments, and obligations that 
when mutually fulfilled build “trust.” If 
expectations, commitments, and obliga-
tions are not mutually fulfilled, then trust 
erodes. While we tend to think of rela-
tionships as primarily between people, I 
would argue that we also have relation-
ships with our senses—we expect them to 
give us accurate information. When we 
correctly predict outcomes based on the 
information our senses give us, then we 
trust our senses more.

Belief is the conviction that some-
thing the believer cannot exhaustively 
confirm is likely to be true. Our senses 
give us information that our reason can 
process. It is reason, according to Augus-
tine, “to which the facts communicated 
to the bodily senses are submitted for 
judgment” (Confessions, Book VII, 151). 
The essence of belief is that we may in-
teract with what is true even though our 
understanding may be incomplete.

Knowledge is information, perspec-
tive, perception, or experience that af-
fects the knower’s outlook and options 
in decision-making.

To transfer Augustine’s thinking to a 
common situation, consider the follow-

ing. My eyes have given me decades of 
information about the world that when 
tested have proven reliable. For exam-
ple, when I am about to cross the street, 
my eyes may perceive an oncoming car. 
My reason confirms that I am seeing a 
moving car and predicts that the car will 
eventually reach and then pass my lo-
cation. Over many years, I have built a 
relationship with my eyes—my track re-
cord of seeing—and therefore, I trust my 
eyes that a car is approaching. I not only 
trust my eyes, but I believe my eyes even 
though they do not give me exhaustive 
information about the car, its speed, its 
makeup, or the mental state of the driver. 
My reason, then, processes the sensations 
of light and color presented to my eyes, 
and I conclude that I know a car is ap-
proaching. 

In this scenario, I might also observe 
a distracted person walking toward the 
curb where I am standing. He does not 
see the oncoming car and thus does not 
engage in the actions of trust, belief, and 
knowledge with respect to the oncoming 
car, and so I grab his arm before he walks 
into its path. When I explain to him 
what I saw and why I grabbed his arm, 
however, he trusts me because he con-
cludes it is reasonable to believe that I 
have acted in his best interest. He knows 
he has avoided a collision.

Augustine realized that his knowledge 
of just about everything was based on 
trust, not certainty. The significance of 
Augustine’s realization is this: if most of 
what humans know is based on trust, 
then believing is a very common action 
for all humans, not just the religious 
ones. 

If this is true, then all of us should ask 
ourselves what our criteria are for trust-
ing one thing and not another. I pro-
pose four criteria that most all humans 
employ, even if subconsciously: (1) The 
source of information about a scenario/
claim has been consistently reliable over 
time, thus allowing us to make reliable 
predictions. (2) The scenario/claim itself 
is consistent with other things we know. 
(3) We have inarticulable knowledge (for 
example, feelings, emotions, complex 
rational judgments) that the scenario/
claim corresponds to reality. (4) We are 

willing—or not willing—to pay the cost 
of believing in the scenario/claim.

Trusting, believing, and knowing are 
not neutral activities. The knower must 
make decisions about what he trusts and 
why, and he also must weigh the costs 
involved in admitting to himself or to 
others that he knows something.  Augus-
tine recognized the costs associated with 
believing Christianity when he wrote the 
following:

I had prayed to you [God] for 
chastity, and said “Give me chastity 
and continence, but not yet.” For I 
was afraid that you would answer my 
prayer at once and cure me too soon 
of the disease of lust, which I wanted 
satisfied, not quelled. I had wan-
dered on along the road of vice in the 
sacrilegious superstition of the Man-
ichees, not because I thought that it 
was right, but because I preferred it 
to the Christian belief, which I did not 
explore as I ought but opposed out of 
malice. (Confessions, Book VIII, 169)

When we think that a belief will cost us 
(for example, our wealth, comfort, social 
status, or even the indulgence of baser 
instincts), we may suddenly become de-
voutly skeptical, telling ourselves that no 
one can “prove” the claim that will cost us 
more than we care to pay. Whereas when 
trusting only necessitates that we believe 
some obscure claim that costs us noth-
ing, our objections are much less severe, 
as were Augustine’s when, before his con-
version, he disbelieved biblical testimony 
while embracing claims from “friends or 
doctors or various other people.”

This rationale for skepticism is noth-
ing new. Augustine writes in Confessions, 
“I began to think that the philosophers 
known as Academics were wiser than 
the rest, because they held that every-
thing was a matter of doubt and as-
serted that man can know nothing for 
certain” (Confessions, Book V, 104). To 
someone committed to the wrong sorts 
of behaviors, skepticism is wonderfully 
convenient. And, our culture’s concept 
of knowledge-as-certainty that devel-
oped from rationalism and empiricism 
breeds skepticism about anything that 
is “uncertain.” If certainty is the essence 
of knowledge, and the skeptic claims ax-
iomatically that nothing can be known 

Continued on page 6
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The last of Jesus’ Kingdom parables in 
Mathew 13 is so short that some don’t 
even think of it as a parable. But it is. 
Jesus is talking privately to his disciples, 
and he asks them, “Have you understood 
all these things (that is, the parables in 
Matthew 13)?” And they answer, “Yes.” 
The disciples’ level of understanding is of 
interest to us for two reasons. First, as our 
fellow believers, they are in the same sit-
uation we are: trying to understand what 
Jesus, our teacher, is saying. Second, and 
perhaps even more importantly, those 
disciples are going to go on to be apostles. 
Jesus is going to send them out to teach 
the world, including us, what he taught 
and what it meant. So whether they un-
derstand what Jesus is saying is doubly 
important. Matthew 13 has a sub-theme 
concerning the understanding of the dis-
ciples. They don’t understand why Jesus 
is speaking in parables or what he means 
by them. Jesus explains things to them 
and congratulates them for having eyes 
to see and ears to hear. This is going to 
be hugely important in their role as apos-
tles. And because they are future apostles, 
Jesus addresses this tiny parable of Mat-
thew 13:52 to them.

Jesus says to them, “Therefore every 
scribe who has become a disciple of the 
kingdom of heaven is like...” A scribe, 
like a rabbi, was a student and teacher of 
the law, the Scriptures. The scribes stud-
ied and sought to understand the law 
and then explain it to the people. In one 
sense, every scribe was a “disciple of the 
kingdom of heaven.” They looked for-
ward to the coming of the Messiah and 
the kingdom of God. But clearly Jesus is 

not referring to every scribe. For Jesus, 
becoming a disciple of the kingdom of 
heaven means becoming his disciple.

This is a great example of how Je-
sus uses the concept of the “kingdom” 
throughout Matthew 13. For him, the 
kingdom is the kingdom that he, the 
king, has come to inaugurate in his own 
way and in his own time. To become a 
disciple of the kingdom means to become 
a student of the way King Jesus is imple-
menting his kingdom—which is very dif-
ferent from what the scribes at the time 
would have understood.

I would paraphrase what Jesus means 
like this: “A scribe who has become a 
disciple of the kingdom of heaven stud-
ies and teaches the Scriptures from the 
perspective on the kingdom that I, Jesus, 
have presented in my parables and in the 
rest of my teaching.” The disciples are go-
ing to be called to this role. Have they 
understood what Jesus is saying in these 
parables? Okay, then in their future call-
ing as teachers, they are going to be like 
“a head of a household, who brings out of 
his treasure things new and old.”

At first glance, it doesn’t seem like Je-
sus is saying much. The householder has 
old stuff and new stuff. Big deal. But we 
must first think about the dynamic of 
the situation. Every head of a household 
has his treasure—that is, the collection of 
things that are valuable, that bring him 
and his household security, joy, comfort, 
and so forth. We all want to make our 
lives better. The “treasure” of the house-
hold are those things which help to do 
that. As time goes on, however, changes 

happen to the householder’s treasure, 
to his collection. Some things lose their 
value. Maybe they wear out. Maybe they 
are no longer needed. Maybe something 
that does the job better has come along. 
And so those things get thrown away 
and replaced with new things. But other 
“treasures” do not lose their value. They 
continue to be valuable and desirable. 
They don’t wear out. Nothing better can 
replace them. And so the householder 
keeps them even as they grow old. That is 
the way of things: as time goes by, some 
old things never lose their value, but oth-
ers need to be replaced by new things. 
It all depends on the changes that time 
brings.

So then, how are the scribes of the 
kingdom like this householder? First, let’s 
make clear what Jesus is not saying. He 
is not saying that some parts of the Old 
Testament have lost their value and need 
to be replaced. He made that clear in 
the Sermon on the Mount. Some people 
believe that Jesus was criticizing the Old 
Testament and replacing parts of it with 
his new, superior teaching. But that is not 
what he was doing. He was saying that 
the religious leaders had drawn the wrong 
implications from those Scriptures. Their 
understanding needed to change. The 
Scriptures were always right, but some 
of the teaching based on those Scriptures 
needed to change. And that is what Jesus 
means by “old and new” in the parable.

The things that need to be replaced by 
new things are the teachings, the under-
standing of the Scriptures, not the Scrip-
tures themselves. A lot of what was being 
taught at Jesus’ time was either wrong or 
lacking in perspective. That “old” teach-
ing was very different from the kingdom 
parables Jesus had just taught. His king-
dom parables clarified the understanding 
of the kingdom of God. Jesus’ kingdom 
is the same kingdom that God had been 
promising in the Scriptures, but the 
scribes at the time had misunderstood 
what the Scriptures were really talking 
about. If Jesus’ disciples have really un-
derstood his parables, then they have un-
derstood that the true kingdom is partly 
just like everyone was expecting, but it is 
also partly different from what everyone 
was expecting.

The old understanding was right in 
several ways. The kingdom will one day 
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for certain except those claims that are provable by an approved method of knowing, then 
all “unproved” claims are equally dubious.

Augustine’s realization about how humans “know” is significant because while he was 
exceptional in many ways, his humanity and approach to trust, knowledge, and belief 
exemplify experience common to every human being. 

By contrast, the radical empiricist and radical rationalist advocate a method of know-
ing that does not align with common human experience, and, as such, is neither realistic 
nor reasonable. No matter what he says, the radical empiricist always believes that when 
he blinks, the world around him remains and that when he walks out of a room, the 
objects in the room continue to exist. The radical rationalist trusts the testimony of his 
senses as he looks both ways before crossing the street, even though he lacks a rational 
proof that his senses tell him the truth about reality.

Those who intend to be devoutly skeptical—that is, those who accept as true only what 
they can prove as certain—set an unlivable standard for themselves. The devout skeptic 
ought to consider that consistency demands he doubt uniformly and with equal intensity 
all unexperienced events, objects, and occurrences.

Conclusion
Augustine draws together an important relationship between trust, belief, and knowl-

edge. Knowledge rests on belief and belief on trust. If Augustine is right, then we must 
acknowledge that we know things because of how and whom we trust. We do not know 
because we are certain. We know because we trust.

Both empiricists and rationalists think that they have formulated and embraced a high-
er standard for knowing, one in which certainty plays a key role. What they have actually 
formulated, however, are unrealistic models for knowing which neither they nor any 
other human can use and in which certainty plays no real part. Neither position addresses 
the complexity of human experience because both positions demand an oversimplifica-
tion of human experience. Consequently, these positions are not particularly helpful, 
at least in their radical forms. If the ultimate function of knowledge is to help a human 
being navigate life, then radical empiricism and rationalism fail because they do not meet 
this end. They both fail to address how human beings live according to what they think 
they believe and know.

At this point, empiricists and rationalists might protest, “at least we aspire to know 
with certainty.” Whether their aspirational goal is merely pursued or actually attained, 
however, it doesn’t generate the kind of progress they think it does because the standard 
they champion is misaligned with how human beings actually operate.

Despite what our culture says, all human beings know things in the same way—in 
the way Augustine describes—whether Christian or not. Each person, at some point, 
must confront the question of who and what he will trust and why. For the Christian, a 
common set of questions must be reviewed daily: Will I trust the words of Jesus Christ? 
Will I trust his analysis of the human condition? Will I trust his solution? Will I trust him 
enough to follow despite what it may cost me?
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provide protection and shelter to God’s 
people, like a tree giving shelter to the 
birds (Matthew 13:31-32). When the 
Messiah comes (again), he will send forth 
his angels to bless the sons of the king-
dom and condemn the sons of the dev-
il (Matthew 13:40-41). On that day, as 
Daniel had said, the righteous will shine 
like the sun in the kingdom of their fa-
ther (Matthew 13:43).

But the old understanding of the king-
dom was also wrong in important ways 
and needed to be renewed. The people 
expected the Messiah to come and im-
mediately bring about the end of the 
age. Well, the Messiah had come but not 
to end this age and establish the eternal 
kingdom of God. Rather, he came to start 
something. He came to teach and clari-
fy exactly what God’s purposes were. He 
came to call his people to live out chal-
lenging lives of faith while they wait for 
his return. He came to urge us to perse-
vere under hardship and the temptations 
of the world.

As we learn from other places in Jesus’ 
teaching, there was much more that he 
came to do that was not well understood 
before he came. He came to put the focus 
of the Scriptures back where it belonged: 
on love and mercy and repentance. He 
came to rebuke the religious leadership 
for its worldliness. He came to give his 
life as a ransom for many, so that God’s 
mercy might be poured out on his peo-
ple. All of that was new, a change from 
what people had come to expect, and 
particularly, it was a change from the 
teachings of the religious leadership 
at the time. The coming of Jesus was a 
change of seasons. When he came, it be-
came clear which things were old, but 
abiding, treasures and which things had 
worn out and needed to be replaced with 
something new.

So then, when Jesus’ disciples go on to 
become apostles, their teaching would in 
some ways be like what the scribes had 
been saying all along. But in other ways, 
it would be new, replacing an inadequate 
understanding of the kingdom with a 
new and better one.

Parable
Continued from page 5
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James Simas’ post-Gutenberg journey 
does not fit the mold. Coming from 
the small town of Yreka, California, in 
2004, James did not opt for the “big 
university” experience but went for a 
“really small college” that focused on the 
liberal arts. Then to further flip expec-
tations, he took his liberal arts degree 
and entered the information technology 
field. 

It all started while he was still in col-
lege. “I have had an interest in com-
puters and technology since my family 
purchased their first PC in 1997,” James 
says. “I continued pursuing this interest 
while attending Gutenberg and quick-
ly became the go-to IT person for the 
entire school.” James and his classmates 
recognized a need at Gutenberg for im-
proved internet accessibility. Looking 
around at the staff (historians and phi-
losophers and Bible scholars, oh my!), 
he decided to take on the project him-
self. After some research and several tri-
als, James installed an outstanding WIFI 
network throughout the entire building. 
He set up the necessary computer infra-
structure and continues to maintain and 
update the system to this day. James also 
has provided computer support for the 
office, working out critical security and 
backup systems for the college. He has 
spent countless volunteer hours build-
ing, maintaining, and troubleshooting 
IT at Gutenberg, providing students 
and staff the critical infrastructure to 
simplify and enhance their work. 

But his interest in computers took 
him beyond his time in school. James 
graduated from Gutenberg College in 
2008 during what was probably the 
worst economic time since the Great 
Depression. Nevertheless, he was able 
to find a job at a local Symantec service 
center, which launched his career in IT.

“In the past ten years, I have worked 
exclusively in the information technolo-

gy industry. I have been promoted nine 
times in those ten years and have held 
six different positions and have worked 
for two different IT companies: Syman-
tec and F5 Networks.” James is current-
ly employed by F5 Networks in Seattle, 
where he lives with his wife, Sinah, a 
physical therapist and also a Gutenberg 
graduate, class of 2010.

Despite the strong technical aspect to 
his work, James feels that his Gutenberg 
education has contributed in many ways 
to his career. 

“Many people are surprised to hear 
that I have a BA in Liberal Arts and ask 
how it has possibly contributed to my 
working life,” James says. He lists three 
specific benefits of his education. 

First, improved communication: “It’s 
simply astounding how many problems 
are caused by people misunderstanding 
each other or not being heard by the 
other person. Gutenberg gave me many 
opportunities to sharpen my written 
and oral communication skills, and this 

has translated nicely to clearer and more 
concise emails as well as more produc-
tive verbal interactions with others.” 

Second, when faced with a problem 
or situation, he gained an ability to un-
derstand it quickly. “By repeatedly grap-
pling with tough concepts and large sys-
tems, Gutenberg helped me learn how 
to quickly understand how all the pieces 
of a complex system fit together. This 
has allowed me to repeatedly be thrown 
into new technologies which I have not 
worked with before and to quickly learn 
to thrive. This skill is absolutely vital to 
doing well in my industry due to the 
high rate of change it has been experi-
encing for the past twenty-five years.”

Third, James feels that Gutenberg 
College stimulated in him a desire for 
lifelong learning and personal growth. 
“I came out of Gutenberg with a com-
mitment to lifelong learning and per-
sonal growth as well as a willingness to 
change. I credit Gutenberg for helping 
foster these attributes and have found 
them to be wonderful assets while nav-
igating the complexity of modern life. I 
am almost always reading one or more 
books and have discovered that personal 
development books can be both fasci-
nating and extremely helpful. I took two 
years of course work from Landmark 
Worldwide. Their classes significantly 
increased my emotional and relational 
IQ. I spent two years reading about in-
vesting and finance in order to get our 
financial house in order. Unlike most 
people my age, my wife and I have a 
plan and direction which help guide the 
daily financial decisions we make.”

James concludes, “If I were to summa-
rize Gutenberg's impact on me, I would 
do it like so: Gutenberg gave me the 
tools and ability to quickly and effec-
tively learn whatever I choose to direct 
my energies to. This has proved to be a 
profoundly beneficial skillset to have. I 
believe this skillset has proved invalu-
able in allowing me to build a rich and 
rewarding life, full of friends, growth, 
and adventure.”

Thanks for keeping Gutenberg’s com-
puters connected, James!
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Gutenberg Community Classes
Fall quarter: “Contemporary 

Conversations, Part 1.” Each class is a 
stand-alone topic, so join us anytime. 

For schedule and topics, visit 
www.gutenberg.edu/cc.

Early Decision Deadline
for Fall 2020: December 1

A one-year $1,000 grant is available for first-time college 
freshmen who complete their application for admission 

to Gutenberg College by December 1 and finalize plans to 
attend by January 1.

Join the Conversation!
www.gutenberg.edu/admissionsGutenberg's freshmen 

tour the UO library.


