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John Cottingham, a contemporary English philosopher, considers the best way to
understand religious beliefs to be an empathic understanding. He calls his theory
“the epistemology of involvement”. Based on this theory, in order to understand
religious beliefs, one should put aside the detachment approach and by entering the
life of faith, provide the conditions for the realization of the religious experiences of
the believers, and at the same time, maintain the critical opinion in this sympathetic
participation in religion. He considers such an approach to be a middle way between
Kierkegaard's irrationalism and Plantinga’s relativism and considers it generalizable
to other philosophical fields. This approach faces criticism. First, before entering a
religious life, it is necessary to evaluate its worldview, and this evaluation precedes
the practical system and literary and emotional texts of that religion. Second, there
is no connection between an empathetic understanding of religion and entering into
a life of faith, and thirdly, by entering into a life of faith, the acceptance of a belief
will be involuntary, and after the realization of such a belief, it is not possible to
criticize it.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

John Cottingham is a contemporary English philosopher, one of the contemporary theorists in the field of
the relationship between reason and faith. The relationship between reason and religious faith can be
examined from four aspects:

1) The relationship between reason and the epistemological area of faith;

2) The relationship between reason and the practical area of faith;

3) The relationship between reason and the commitment area of faith;

4) The relationship between reason and the area of faith.

The most important component in Cottingham's worldview in the first area is the theory of “epistemology
of involvement”. This type of epistemology in the topic of explanation in the philosophy of science is
classified as a holistic and content-oriented explanation. Cottingham has obtained his view by combining
three theories:

1) Nussbaum's theory about the quality of reading literary texts by a literary critic;
2) Wittgenstein's theory of language games;
3) Pascal's theory about reasons of heart.

Cottingham begins to explain his perspective using Martha Nussbaum'’s theory. According to Nussbaum,
a detached and critical view of literary texts is an obstacle to their understanding, but one should keep
oneself open to new issues and at the same time not be completely passive to the point where all the power
of rational understanding is lost. A literary critic can be completely open to, or even devoted to, a novel or
poem, while paying close attention to parts that are controversial or inconsistent with other parts.
Cottingham believes that this approach can also be used in the philosophy of religion; because the
epistemological position of man is much more fluid than what is expressed by dry scientific or empirical
empiricist methods. Based on this, looking at philosophical issues should not be an abstract and
disconnected view of the object's relationship with the surrounding world, but should be an objective view
and examine each issue in its environment and in relation to other issues. It is in this view that the position
of non-intellectual sources such as sacred texts and literary texts and devotional practices becomes colorful.
Of course, the use of these resources does not reduce the dignity of reason, but deepens the religious beliefs
of man. According to Cottingham, the correct view of philosophy shows that instead of proving something,
philosophy is for deepening human understanding, and such a thing is achieved in a holistic view and paying
attention to the connections between different issues. This is the point that he used Wittgenstein's theory of
language games. It means adopting a more humane approach in the field of philosophy of religion that also
pays attention to tradition and content. In the third step, Cottingham completes his view based on Pascal's
approach in understanding religious issues. In this approach, emotions are an important part of the human
cognitive system to know God. What constitutes the basic core of Pascal's thought is entering the religious
lifestyle and accompanying the believers in order to find a correct understanding of the religious belief and
the available evidence for it and at the same time evaluate it based on reason.
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Cottingham concludes from the sum of these three views that the correct way to deal with religious issues
is to use the heart and religious feelings, or in other words, adopt an empathetic approach. Of course,
adopting such an approach does not mean that religious belief is accepted without rational evaluation (as
Kierkegaard's faithism required), or that religious reason is only valid for believers (as Plantinga's Reformed
Epistemology says). Cottingham believes that religious belief in these two approaches is between faithism
and relativism, and both of them are harmful to religious belief. He calls his approach "involvement
epistemology”, which is neither irrational nor falls into the abyss of relativism, and for this reason it is
different from chaos epistemology and relativistic epistemology. At the end of his work, he states that this
method is not specific to the philosophy of religion and that many other branches of philosophy are also
capable of such adaptation.

Cottingham has presented his theory based on five assumptions:

1) The connection between the issues of the philosophy of religion and the basic issues of human life;
2) Criticism of the unbiased approach in evaluating religious propositions;

3) Adopting a holistic or authorial approach to the philosophy of religious propositions;

4) The existence of a more humane way to understand religious issues in the traditions of the past;
5) Entering the life of faith, as a condition for understanding religious beliefs;

This theory is criticized in several ways. First of all, entering into a life of faith requires an evaluation of
the worldview of that life of faith, and this evaluation precedes the practical system and literary and
emotional texts of that religion; secondly, there is no connection between empathic understanding and
entering into the life of faith.

Thirdly, upon entering the life of faith, either the conditions for accepting a belief are provided and such
a belief will no longer be criticized, or the conditions for the realization of the belief will not be provided,
so the status of a person before entering the life of faith and after it does not create a special difference.
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