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 “Apologetics: Fideist Approach”
Past issues of these letters (570+ so far) may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine (over 45 articles,  24 commentaries, and 40+ audio files ) are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful. The author is solely responsible for content of the site, which does not represent any particular denomination. 
So far we have examined classical, evidentialist, and Reformed apologetic approaches. Today we look at the fideist approach and next week we will look at some integrative approaches. I have been encouraged by some replies to these letters and I appreciate those responses. Since Christians are commanded to offer defenses of our belief (1 Peter 3:15) such is not optional. Hopefully these letters will help in this effort.
The term fideism originates from the Latin “fide”, meaning “faith”, so obviously faith has a primary role in this method. It should not be considered that people using this approach to apologetics consider faith to be “blind” for certainly reason is involved. Some people might say “You just have to believe.” However faith is not synonymous with belief. Fideists teach that human reason alone cannot prove or justify Christian beliefs because faith is required, which is not from within man but is a gift of God (Rom 12:3; Eph 2:8-9). Faith is best defined as “the enabling power of God”. This power of God enables a person to believe in Jesus and without faith from God a person cannot truly believe in Jesus and call Him Lord. However fideists answer challenges from unbelievers by showing why reason cannot provide a totally satisfactory answer, and they then show that faith provides ways to deal with their challenges.
Although not classified as fideists, the writings of Blaise Pascal and Martin Luther gave some basic concepts of the method. Martin Luther emphasized the Biblical principle that forgiveness of sins is a gift of God through faith alone and Reformed scholars write of “sola fide” (only faith): 

Eph 2:8-9 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; 9not as a result of works, that no one should boast. 

Heb 11:6 And without faith it is impossible to please Him, for he who comes to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of those who seek Him.

John 3:16 "For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish, but have eternal life.
Blaise Pascal was a Catholic mathematician and writer who was not a fideist but his book  Pensees (“Thoughts”) is a remarkable apologetic involving interplay between faith and reason. His goal was to help people discover the truth rather than just some presentation of the truth. He wrote on page 10, “People are generally better persuaded by the reasons which they have themselves discovered than by those which have come into the minds of others.” This is a remarkably effective way to teach as all the best teachers know. He also wrote that the Christian faith establishes two facts: the corruption of nature, and redemption by Jesus Christ. He is famous for his “wager argument”, “Let us weigh the gain and the loss in wagering that God is. Let us estimate these two chances. If you gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose nothing. Wager then without hesitation that He is.” I would paraphrase this argument as “If I (a Christian) am wrong, I will never know it. If you (a non-Christian) are wrong, you will know it forever.”
Fideists argue that the only way to claim that Christianity is the truth requires understanding that God has personally revealed himself in Jesus Christ. Christianity is then not some body of knowledge that one must know to be a Christian but it involves a personal relationship with God in Christ. Faith is created and sustained by the witness of the Holy Spirit to Christ. Other apologetic approaches are based upon the development of a Christian worldview that cannot enable a person to know God. Karl Barth teaches that the best approach is to give an accurate witness to the meaning of God’s revelation in Christ and its significance for the lives of Christians. Proponents of this method adamantly oppose the philosophical defense of the Christian faith since it is not a system to be defended but a relationship with God in Christ. They teach that science can neither support the truth of Christianity nor undermine it. Most fideists tend to be open to theistic evolution but not all thoroughly accept it. 
Supporters of this approach reject all direct apologetic arguments for a belief in Jesus but typically employ indirect arguments for belief in Jesus since no mere human would ever have developed the Christian concepts of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ but necessitates a divine source. This approach was initiated by Tertullian (ca. 160-220) who developed a rather traditional apologetic involving fulfilled biblical prophecies and historical evidences for the resurrection of Jesus but he also was famous for a saying that is improperly related to him, “I believe because it is absurd”. What he actually wrote was that the seeming foolishness of the Christian position proves that human beings did not invent it. He taught that it seems so foolish to men that God would plan for His son to be born a human, live a sinless life, die a horrible death for the sins of people, and then be resurrected to prove the plan that it certainly could not have been developed by people. He was adamant against syncretism that combined or mixed Christianity with pagan philosophies to make Christianity palatable. 

Fideists thus firmly reject historical apologetics that can only present probabilities for the faith. Faith is produced by the Holy Spirit so it is the basis for one’s confidence in the truth of Jesus Christ as He is objectively revealed in Scripture. For fideists faith is not in the Bible but in Christ and they believe in the Bible because it leads to an encounter with Jesus Christ. They content that Christianity is not a religion but a relationship with Jesus. The only way to know that God exists is to know Him personally. They reject all attempts to prove that God exists. People cannot understand why God has permitted everything to happen but one only needs to know God and trust His judgment. They do not try to prove that specific miracles have happened but to know that some have happened to help lead us to God’s revelation of Himself in Jesus Christ. 
Fideism emphasizes that God is real and not just an intellectual construct and it centers the Christian witness and apologetic on the person of Jesus Christ. It also rightly states that reason has its limits in matters of the faith. However a valid criticism of the fideist approach is that some of its proponents are too critical of reason and knowledge. Certainly just cold knowledge and impeccable reason do not guarantee that a person will receive a saving faith, but proper knowledge and reason are important and are used by Jesus and the apostles. Unbelievers also have valid questions and a Christian should be prepared to answer them appropriately. Some famous fideists include Soren Kierkegaard (pronounced KEER-kuh-gore), Karl Barth, and Donald G. Bloesch. As we continue this study, examine the usefulness of all or parts of each approach in defending the authenticity, purpose, and power of faith in Christ. 
