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Abstract

This article addresses the apparent conflict between religious faith and inquiry. At the heart of this
tension lies an incompatibility: belief requires commitment, whereas inquiry involves questioning
and the suspension of judgment. Dominant approaches in the epistemology of religion, which are
largely doxastic, typically define faith as belief in religious propositions. On these accounts, faith
and inquiry are seemingly incompatible. However, the historical coexistence of faith and inquiry
among religious thinkers and philosophers suggests otherwise. Drawing on conceptual analysis
and Daniel Howard-Snyder’s non-doxastic account, this study argues that conceiving of faith as
beliefless assuming—a cognitive attitude similar to belief—can resolve the conflict. The article’s
contribution lies in offering a framework that distinguishes faith from belief, while incorporating
Jane Friedman’s concept of the interrogative attitude and Michael Palmira’s hypothesis-based
approach. This framework enables religious believers to actively engage in rational inquiry. The
findings indicate that this approach not only offers a theoretical resolution to the faith-inquiry
conflict, but also yields practical implications for science-religion dialogue and the methodology
of religious studies.
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Introduction

Traditionally, faith has been construed as belief in religious propositions, while inquiry is
characterized by openness and the suspension of judgment—attitudes seemingly at odds with
belief. This apparent conflict presents a considerable challenge for religious thinkers engaged in
philosophical inquiry concerning religious claims. Accordingly, a central question emerges: Can
faith be redefined in a manner that renders it compatible with the process of inquiring into
religious propositions? This article seeks to address this question by critically examining the
doxastic model of faith, which asserts that faith necessarily entails belief, and by proposing an
alternative non-doxastic account. The motivation for this investigation is both conceptual and
practical. Many reflective religious individuals manage to sustain their faith while grappling with
doubt and engaging in rigorous inquiry regarding religious propositions. Such lived experiences
demand a conceptual framework that accommodates the coexistence of faith and inquiry, rather
than regarding them as fundamentally incompatible.

Research Findings

To investigate the compatibility of faith and inquiry, this paper adopts Jane Friedman’s model of
inquiry as a starting point. According to Friedman, genuine inquiry is marked by the suspension
of belief, a prioritization of questions over answers, and an openness to revising one’s epistemic
stance in light of new evidence. This framework challenges any form of epistemic commitment
that presupposes the truth of what is under investigation, thereby placing the traditional doxastic
view of faith in tension with the process of inquiry. The discussion then shifts to the non-doxastic
approach, particularly as developed by Daniel Howard-Snyder. In this account, faith need not
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involve belief in a proposition; rather, it can consist in “beliefless assuming” as a cognitive
attitude, which functions practically as though the proposition were true. This conceptual shift
from belief to assumption is crucial: it allows one to maintain a form of faith even while
questioning—or lacking—belief, thus making faith more compatible with ongoing inquiry and
doubt. Further support for this model is found in Michael Palmira’s three-stage structure of
inquiry. Palmira argues that hypothesis, as an independent belief-like attitude, is central to the
process of inquiry. The cognitive attitudes involved, according to Palmira, unfold as follows:

1. Suspension of Judgment: Openness to inquiry
2. Hypothesis: Openness to inquiry
3. Belief: Closure of inquiry

This tripartite structure highlights that the initial stages of inquiry align well with the non-doxastic
model of faith. As inquiry occurs primarily within the first two stages, the analysis focuses on
these. In the first stage, the inquirer suspends judgment—neither affirming nor denying the truth
of a proposition pending sufficient evidence. Analogously, a religious agnostic who refrains from
belief or disbelief in a faith-proposition exists in a state of epistemic uncertainty, a stance
compatible with non-doxastic faith. In the second stage, the inquirer formulates a hypothesis—a
tentative cognitive attitude indicating a preliminary leaning toward an answer, while the inquiry
remains active. Similarly, the non-doxastic model allows a religious skeptic to engage in “belief-
less assuming,” as proposed by Howard-Snyder: adopting an attitude that does not involve
confident belief in proposition p but still allows one to act as if p were true. This stance preserves
openness to evidence and keeps the process of inquiry ongoing. As Jane Friedman notes, it is
possible to tentatively accept a partial answer while still seeking greater clarity. Non-doxastic
faith—characterized by a tentative, practical commitment without settled belief—thus remains
compatible with continued inquiry. In the third stage, inquiry reaches closure and the inquirer
settles on belief. According to Howard-Snyder’s pluralist model, cognitive attitudes can gradually
transition—from assumption, to acceptance, to belief—as evidence accumulates. This
progression demonstrates that the non-doxastic model offers a dynamic framework for sustaining
faith under epistemic uncertainty. Unlike the doxastic model, it permits—and even encourages—
an ongoing process of inquiry, thereby refining and strengthening one’s cognitive posture toward
belief.

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that, within this framework, faith is not best understood as
belief, but rather as a temporary and revisable cognitive attitude compatible with rational inquiry.
On this model, faith operates much like a guiding hypothesis or the “hard core” of a research
program, sustaining inquiry even in the face of counter-evidence. As a result, the traditional
conflict between science and religion is diminished, opening new avenues for meaningful
engagement between the two. This analysis thus offers a promising perspective for religious
scholars seeking to integrate faith with intellectual inquiry.
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